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“THE LAND TELLS OUR STORY”: URBAN NATIVE PLACE-MAKING AND 
IMPLICATIONS FOR WELLNESS 
KATHLEEN A. LYNCH 
ABSTRACT 
In this mixed-methods community-based participatory research project I examine the 
ways in which sense of place (or lack thereof) is developed for Native Americans living 
in the urban Boston area, and the implications this has for physical health and social well-
being. Through in-depth interviews, ethnographic data, and community photo-voice, I 
argue that a triad of Place, Stress, and Identity configure and act upon the bodies of urban 
Natives in complex ways, creating a paradoxical sense of place in the city. Each 
analytical chapter examines particular interactions of this triad: place as a physical and 
socially-experienced phenomenon, the interactions of place and stress, the process of 
"place-making", and social stress surrounding “urban Native” identity. Developing a 
framework of “place/body multiple” (Eyles and Williams 2007, Scheper-Hughes and 
Lock 1987; see background chapter), these chapters build toward the argument that, in 
contrast to “sense of place” literature that focuses on reservations (see Background 
Chapter), urban “sense of place” operates within what I term a “landscape of distress.” 
Forming an urban “sense of place” is beneficial to overall well-being because it leads to 
support networks and creates a proxy for “home”, building on current literature on social 
support and anthropological literature on Indigenous place-making. However, it is 
also detrimental to health because it creates an identity that is inherently separate from 
tribe and traditional land, creating both social and physiological distress.  
  vii 
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FOREWORD 
 
“Well, the thing is, I don't think Indians are nomadic anymore. Most indians anyway.' 
 
‘No, we're not,' I said 
 
‘I'm not nomadic,' Rowdy said. 'Hardly anybody on this rez is nomadic. Except for you. 
You're the nomadic one.' 
 
‘Whatever.' 
 
‘No. I'm serious. I always knew you were going to leave. I always knew you were going to 
leave us behind and travel the world. I had this dream about you a few months ago. You 
were standing on the Great Wall of China. You looked happy. And I was happy for you.' 
Rowdy didn't cry. But I did. 
‘You're an old-time nomad,' Rowdy said. 'You're going to keep moving all over the world 
in search of food and water and grazing land. That's pretty cool.' 
 
I could barely talk. 
 
‘Thank you,' I said. 
 
‘Yeah,' Rowdy said. 'Just make sure you send me postcards, you asshole.' 
 
‘From everywhere,' I said. 
 
I would always love Rowdy. And I would always miss him, too. Just as I would always 
love and miss my grandmother, my big sister, and Eugene. 
 
Just as I would always love and miss my reservation and my tribe. 
 
I hoped and prayed that they would someday forgive me for leaving them. 
 
I hoped and prayed that I would someday forgive myself for leaving them.”  
 
― Sherman Alexie, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian 
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INTRODUCTION: NATIVE AMERICANS IN BOSTON  
 
The Cherokee Green tomato plant slides across the cheap blue plastic seat of a bus 
rumbling into downtown Boston. Its delicate yellow-green branches wave madly like a 
child on a rollercoaster, clumps of dirt spilling over the edges of the pot and onto its 
caretaker’s lap. Lisa reaches out a hand to steady the plant, gently brushing against the 
prematurely-curling leaves. She furrows her brow as one of these leaves breaks off and 
drifts slowly, sadly towards the unsanitary bus floor. A splash of green settled amongst 
gum wrappers, hair, and discarded Charlie cards. Keeping her eyes on the plant, Lisa 
sighs, “I’m worried about our Cherokee Green, it's been in the office for too long. It gets 
sunlight, but not enough, I guess. Stakes and water haven’t helped.” She looks up at me, 
“but we can’t let it die. It needs to be outside.” I nod as the bus lurches forward in rush-
hour traffic, causing another cascade of potting soil across Lisa’s lap. Brushing the soft 
earth off her jeans, she looks out the window at the brownstones and concrete. “If we can 
get our little plant to the garden, it will survive.”  
 The Native American LifeLines community garden is nestled in a posh part of 
downtown Boston, on an obscure alley that no one would ever notice during the 9-to-5 
rush. The occasional leisurely dog walker or procrastinating graduate student may turn 
down the colonial-era pathway out of sheer curiosity, but this is a rare phenomenon. If 
one does take the time to venture this way, they will find the general urban noise muffled 
by the towering brownstone buildings lining the street; a typical Boston landmark. 
Tucked between the dumpsters of an apartment building and a small residential parking 
lot is the garden, a colorful world surrounded by wrought-iron gates. The gate screams on 
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its hinges upon entry, announcing the arrival of visitors old and new. Red bricks 
disrupted by stubborn weeds wind between each plot, transporting visitors through 
ornamental flower gardens, beanpoles, birdhouses, and rows of sunflowers. In the back of 
the garden, between an unkempt bed of weeds and a college student’s fledgling vegetable 
patch, is the Native American LifeLines plot, marked by a small corkboard sign 
displaying a medicine wheel and the four directions.  
 
Fig 1.1 Garden Sign at the start of planting season (Lynch, May 14, 2015) 
 
 On a sunny afternoon in mid-May, the clients of Native American LifeLines 
(NAL) enter the garden and approach the plot for the first time. There is a festive feeling 
in the air: anticipation and nervousness mixed with relief. The sound of coolers and carts 
of gardening supplies rolling across the bricks echoes between the buildings, and children 
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run ahead and fling their hands into the dirt. Laughing, the NAL culture class teacher 
gathers everyone around the plot for an opening prayer. Typical of many urban Native 
communities in the United States, this is a pan-Native ritual incorporating locally-specific 
elements (Lobo 2001; see Chapter 4). Closing her eyes, the instructor speaks in 
Wampanoag, and although I cannot understand most of it, I hear the words wunigan 
(“good”), and katapitosh (“Thank you”).1 At the end of the prayer, clients murmur thanks 
in their own language—such as Mundo Wigo, Mohegan for “The Creator is Good.” One 
by one clients enter the garden with cedar2 in their right hand, and spread it in the four 
directions across the garden. Some clients choose to take off their shoes for this ritual: “I 
want to be closer to the Earth” one young man says, “I want to feel a part of the Earth.” 
In this space, there is no layer of concrete between your feet and the Earth below; as 
cedar is spread through the garden, Boston’s urban environment fades away.  
 As the late afternoon light fades into evening, the clients continue planting, 
laughing, eating, and singing. Sitting on a picnic table across from the plot, one client 
picks up his guitar and sings upbeat folk songs while others laugh and clap along. Turkey 
sandwiches are passed around while children run back and forth between their juice 
boxes on the picnic table and the seeds they are planting, hands covered in dirt. Elders 
lean over the plot and instruct children on the proper way to plant, adapting traditional 
practices to the constraints of an urban garden: “make a mound with your hands like this, 
                                               
1 Oral tradition language; spelling is disputed and is written phonetically here 
2 In many Indigenous belief systems, cedar is a purifying plant used to heal and cleanse 
thresholds; a marker of “new beginnings” 
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see? This is a mound for peppers—for a three sisters garden,3 we’d plant a mound the 
size of a nine months-pregnant woman’s stomach. You plant corn, beans, and squash 
when the buds on the dogwood tree are the size of a mouse’s ear—this time of year”; 
“it’s tradition to use fish heads as fertilizer… but here we’re going to pour a little bit of 
fish emulsion like this, see?” Lisa carries the fragile Cherokee Green to the plot and 
beckons for a child to help her transplant it. As their hands create space in the soft soil, 
one man from a Southeastern tribe excitedly exclaims, “my mother used’ta grow green 
tomatoes a:ll4 the time! Nice big ones—we’d fry ‘em up!” Smiling, Lisa gently ties the 
Cherokee Green to a tomato cage for support; by the end of the summer, it would indeed 
survive and grow to be one of the tallest plants in the garden. I look over at the culture 
class instructor, and thank her for letting NAL hold class in the garden tonight. She turns 
to me, dark eyes twinkling and lips turned up into a smile, “Oh!” She laughs, gesturing at 
the happy scene around us, “But this IS culture!” (Fieldnotes May 14, 2015).  
                                               
3 The three sisters are corn, beans, and squash. Traditional among Algonkian (Eastern 
Woodlands) tribes, they are planted in a way that is beneficial for their mutual growth. 
4 Punctuation intentional to indicate regional accent, where the colon is used to indicate 
prolonged pronunciation of the preceding vowel sound. In this case, a:ll is written to 
communicate “aaaaaall”.  
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Fig 1.2 Tomato Plant, July 25 (Lynch 2015)  Fig 1.3 Planting Day (Courtesy of NAL May 2015 
Newsletter) 
 
Fig 1,4 The garden in July 2015 (Participant-submitted; photo-voice component) 
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Boston’s Native American Population 
 As an early colonial contact city, Native Americans have always lived in the 
urban Boston area, and continue to do so.5 According to the 2010 United States Census, 
28,587 individuals identify as “American Indian/Alaska Native” (AI/AN)6 alone or in 
combination with other races in the Native American LifeLines service area (Urban 
Indian Health Institute Community Health Profile, 2011). The NAL service area 
encompasses most of eastern Massachusetts, and includes Suffolk, Essex, Middlesex, 
Norfolk, and Plymouth counties. The following map depicts the distribution of Native 
Americans across the service area, divided by census tract: 
                                               
5 See Conclusion for more on the colonial history of North America, and ramifications this has 
for Native place-making 
6 See page 23 for a discussion of the use of “Indian” vs. “Native” in this thesis.   
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Fig 1.5 AI/AN Population by Census Tract; Courtesy of Urban Indian Health Institute, 2011 
 
As the map illustrates, much of Boston’s urban Native population is clustered in the 
South Boston/ Roxbury neighborhoods. There is limited data on the Boston metro area’s 
Native population since the 2010 census. However, according to an earlier 2006 report 
published through the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (MDPH), data from 
the 2000 census showed that the metro Boston area had the largest concentration of 
AI/AN alone (2,365), or AI/AN alone or in combination with other races (5,384) (MDPH 
2006:12) in Massachusetts. Extrapolating these numbers to current census data, keeping 
population growth in mind, this means that the Boston metro area Native population 
comprises at least 19 percent of NAL’s service area population. The chart below 
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demonstrates the most common tribes represented among this population, according to 
the 2006 MDPH report: 
Cherokee 10.6 percent 
Native Canadian or Latin American (unspec.) 7.1 percent 
Aquinnah Wampanoag 6.7 percent 
Micmac 4.1 percent 
Table 1.1: Boston-Area Tribal Affiliations (MDPH 2006) 
 At the time of publication, the MDPH report was lauded as “the first 
comprehensive state report of its kind in the nation… provid[ing] a benchmark by which 
MA can track improvements in American Indian health” (MDPH 2006:11). However, a 
decade later, the health disparities detailed in the report still persist among Boston’s 
Native American population.7 For instance, community health profiles from 2002, 2011, 
and 2015 all show that approximately 25 percent of Boston’s AI/AN live below the 
federal poverty level, a consistently higher poverty rate than the city of Boston as a whole 
(NAICOB 2002 in MDPH 2006; UIHI report 2011; CHNA 2015). Therefore, the Native 
Americans who live in Boston face many structural needs that have been unmet—or 
unrecognized—by the city.  
Urban Native Migration and Early Ethnography 
 The Boston metro area’s current Native population size can be partly attributed to 
demographic shifts during the second world war and immediately thereafter. According 
to Indigenous literary scholar Carol Miller, World War II “dramatically accelerated the 
                                               
7 See background chapter for detailed account of AI/AN health disparities.  
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urbanization of Indian people as large numbers of Native men and women entered the 
armed services or moved to cities to work in war industries” (2001:35). This influx 
continued into the post-war era: according to my participants, members of the Micmac 
[Mi’kmaq] Tribe migrated from Canada to work in factories and service jobs in the 1940s 
and 50s (Fieldnotes, April 17, 2015). As one elder who moved from Canada to Boston in 
the 1960s remembers: 
I came here for work…I left when I was a young girl, twenty maybe. I got on a 
truck in Maine and went all the way to New York!... Then I came to Boston and I 
been here ever since. There was more to do here for work than in Canada 
(Interview June 26, 2015). 
 
The post-war era also saw the introduction of federal relocation programs, another 
tool of the colonial “assimilation” doctrine. As historian Donald Fixico writes,  
The impetus for this demographic shift from reservations to urban areas occurred 
following World War II with the introduction of the federal relocation program, 
which offered jobs and housing in cities for Indians. Promising a better way of 
life, including economic improvement and a lifestyle similar to most other 
Americans, the United States government planned to assimilate Indians into the 
mainstream via urbanization (in Lobo and Peters, eds. 2001:ix). 
  
It is unclear how many Native Americans arrived in Boston as a direct result of federal 
relocation. Nevertheless, the influx of Natives into the Boston metro area had an impact 
on urban Native social organization. According to my participants, many of these original 
migrants settled in Dorchester and South Boston neighborhoods, formed the Boston 
Indian Council (now known as the North American Indian Center of Boston), and carved 
out “Native-designated” spaces, often in the form of “green” spaces such as parks. For 
instance, one participant states,  
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When my mother first moved here there was a park called Indian Park, where you 
could find every Native that you were looking for in the 50s-60s (Focus Group 
June 17, 2015).  
 
As the following chapters will explore, the formation of these communal spaces are an 
important aspect of urban Native place-making. This phenomenon also echoes Fixico’s 
assertion that, “the [assimilation] did not happen as the federal government anticipated. 
Culturally a communal people, urban Indians found other Native Americans and formed 
new Indian communities” (in Lobo and Peters, eds. 2001:ix). However, many of the 
original migrants from the “Indian Park” days eventually returned home. Participants 
state that after about “twenty or thirty years… they’d go back to the rez houses in 
Canada, but their children stayed and intermarried” (Fieldnotes, April 17, 2015). In 
Chapter 3 we will meet Violette, whose story reflects this phenomenon. In fact, 
intergenerational separation, and a yearning to return “home,” is a common theme 
through many participant narratives.  
The multiethnic second generation community in the wake of post-war relocation 
is the subject of Guillemin’s (1975) ethnography Urban Renegades: The Cultural 
Strategy of American Indians. However, the ethnography has been criticized for its bleak, 
surface-level portrayal of Micmac urban life. According to one reviewer: 
The constraint Guillemin felt among the Indians is quite understandable since she 
had no particular knowledge or perceptions to offer them… The book represents a 
depressing reiteration of the grimness of life at the bottom—not a testimony to the 
vibrancy of Indian culture (Kirkus 1975:1).  
 
As the opening passages of this chapter suggest, urban Native life in Boston is more than 
just the “monotonously stunted existence” (Kirkus 1975:1) that Guillemin portrays it to 
be; rather, it is quite the opposite. However, it was not until the works of Indigenous 
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ethnographers Lobo, Gonzales, Jackson, and others in the 1990s—compiled in the 2001 
multidisciplinary volume American Indians and the Urban Experience—that the rich 
complexity of urban Native life was examined in any depth. As Lobo writes in the 
volume’s introduction: 
Journalistic accounts of Indians living in cities reflected the ‘lo, the poor Indian’ 
tone of the times, and cities came to be depicted as the modern variant of ‘the end 
of the trail [of tears].’ But wait! There must be more to life for Indian people. Yet 
it has taken another almost thirty years for that varied voice of urban life to 
emerge (2001: xiii-xiv).  
 
To date, there has been no comprehensive ethnography of Boston’s urban Native 
residents since Guillemin’s publication. The following chapters are an attempt to fill this 
gap in scholarship. My aim is to portray the community with whom I worked with depth 
and honesty, depicting the multifaceted stressors of urban life while showing the various 
ways a culturally important “sense of place” is constructed amidst these constraints. 
Ultimately, the only ones who can measure the success of this venture are my participants 
themselves.  
A Note about Labels 
Throughout this thesis, I refer to the community with whom I worked as “urban 
Native”, and their general ethnic identity as “Native American”, although academic 
literature and government documents may also use “American Indian/Alaska Native”, 
“American Indian”, or “urban Indian”. I chose to use “Native” over “Indian” because of 
the way participants employ both words in daily speech. In conversations and interviews, 
participants use “Indian” as a demographic shorthand, communicating membership to a 
group affected by the policies and social history of the United States federal 
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government—through the Indian Health Service, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and 
others. The use of “Indian”, then, is often used to communicate an “identity externally-
imposed.”8 Significantly for this thesis, when speaking about places participants use 
“Indian” to refer to spaces assigned to them, such as Indian boarding schools, and Indian 
reservations. In contrast, discourse analysis9 reveals that traditional land and cultural 
spaces are “Native.” In interviews, “Native” is used to speak about the self, experiences, 
and community: “as a Native student”; “us Natives”; “all my Native friends”. As it is my 
aim to understand and illuminate participant experiences of place, community formation, 
and the tensions produced as a result of place-identity interaction, I believe that it is more 
appropriate to use “Native” in this context. Finally, I use “Indigenous” to refer to Native 
worldviews, political identities, and cultures that encompass a greater region than the 
continental United States. 
Boston’s Native Americans and Place 
 This thesis is the result of an intensive, year-long community-based participatory 
research project with Boston’s Native American community. I use “community” to 
describe this gathering of kind, eclectic, caring, and quick-witted individuals, because 
that is how they conceive of themselves. Yet, as numerous examples will illustrate, this 
“community” did not arise as a factor of ethnicity, tribal affiliation, neighborhood, or 
service organization. In fact, these attributes are rarely cohesive, and as is sometimes the 
case, contested. What brings together this group of Native Americans living in one of the 
                                               
8 See Chapter 5 for an in-depth discussion of externally-imposed legal and social identities.  
9 See Methods chapter. 
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United States’ oldest colonial outposts is their socially-constructed “sense of place”; their 
“ways of being” surviving, and thriving in an urban area.  
 Anthropologist Keith Basso writes that, “what people make of their places is 
closely connected to what they make of themselves as members of society and 
inhabitants of the Earth” (Basso 1996:6-7). In Indigenous worldviews, “place and person 
are inextricably bound” through interdependence and obligation (Miller 2001:34). Places 
are also integral to Indigenous Creation stories. In many worldviews, the people were 
first made from a topographical feature of the landscape—an ash tree among the 
Wabanaki, the base of the Grand Canyon among the Zuni (Fieldnotes, 2016; 2012). In 
this conception, Indigenous people are not just from the place, but of the place, and the 
act of interacting with these traditional landscapes—such as the Wabanki creating baskets 
from the ash tree they are made of—becomes an expression of the self. Thus, the 
experience of Native place dislocation is deeper than other rural-urban migration 
experienced by other groups within the United States. As Fransciso Dominguez 
Tarahumara, a Native activist, states, “All these other religions are from somewhere else, 
not here [North America]. The only religions that have sacred sites in this country 
[United States] are the Native people” (Indian Country Today Media Network, March 7, 
2016). While relocating to an unfamiliar physical and cultural environment is a trying 
experience for many, Indigenous epistemological and spiritual connection with place 
produces specific migration stressors within Native communities.   
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  As the following examples will illustrate, Boston’s Native Americans exist in a 
“place” that is separate from traditional land, tribe, and culture. Thus, Boston’s new 
urban Native arrivals are dis-connected selves; just as urban spaces separate humans from 
the Earth by “a layer of concrete,” they are separated—physically as well as socially—
from ancestral kinships and connection. With this in mind, the above phenomenon of 
participants removing their shoes “to feel closer to the Earth” is socially and culturally 
therapeutic, in addition to physically. While their feet may yearn to feel “the Earth,” this 
is also an expression of a socially integrated urban self, through their contribution to the 
group garden project. Boston’s urban setting influences physical health and social 
identities of its Native inhabitants. In a “relational epistemology” (Miller 2001:34) where 
one rushes a Cherokee Green tomato plant on a life-saving trip across the city, and where 
placing one’s hands in the dirt is a form of cultural healing, it is clear that sense of place-
construction is primarily a story of survival.  
 
Chapter Overview 
 In this thesis I seek to answer the question: how is sense of place re-formed, or 
not, for Native Americans living in the urban Boston area, and what implications does 
this have for their health and wellness? Taking an intergenerational perspective, I will 
explore the narratives of those who have grown up in the city and those who have moved 
here for employment, education opportunities, or access to services. I will begin with a 
discussion of urban Native health disparities in the Background chapter, as a way to 
situate my research. The Background chapter will also include a review of the ways in 
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which Indigenous scholars and social scientists have approached the topic of “sense of 
place,” and how these views may be integrated in a way that is relevant to urban Native 
communities. Finally, the Background chapter will be used to discuss various theoretical 
approaches anthropologists have used when working with (or historically, “studying”) 
Native populations. I will use this discussion to frame and justify the approach I will use 
in subsequent chapters.  
 In the Methods section, I outline the demographics of this project: how many 
people I interviewed, age range, and geographic area of tribal affiliation. In this section I 
also describe community-based participatory research (CBPR) methodology, and why it 
is the most ethical approach for conducting health research with Native communities. The 
Methods chapter will also include a discussion of Photo-voice, a participatory research 
technique used to understand how urban Natives conceptualize and frame (literally) the 
places they describe during interviews.  
In the three analytical chapters, I argue that through social interaction and a 
construction of “place-as-proxy,” Boston’s urban Natives form a paradoxical sense of 
place within a “landscape of distress.” In other words, this urban sense of place functions 
as a protective factor for wellness and social integration, but places additional stressors 
on self- and tribal identities. In Chapter 3 I introduce my “place-multiple” and 
“landscapes of distress” concepts, derived from participants’ accounts, showing how 
urban Natives experience stressors from different “layers” of place. Chapter 4 delves into 
the process of place-making for urban Natives. In it I explore the concept of “place” as a 
social and physical proxy for (at times idealized) homelands through photo-voice, and 
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digital place-making through a content analysis of Boston-area Native social media. 
Chapter 5 explores what it means to be an “urban Native,” not just “a Native who lives in 
the city.” In this chapter, I discuss how the place-making process may reproduce 
“identity” stress—at the self, social-tribal, and political levels. In particular, I argue that 
urban Natives face a unique “burden of proof” for their ethnic and cultural identities, a 
burden inherently associated with residence in urban spaces. Finally, I conclude this 
thesis by arguing why Boston (and the northeast in general) is a necessary “place” to 
study to understand challenges to urban Native health and wellness, through an 
examination of the city’s colonial legacy. In keeping with CBPR methodology, I end with 
suggestions for service agencies to better address the health and wellness needs of 
Boston’s urban Native population.  
In a 2000 interview with the Atlantic, Native American author Sherman Alexie 
remarked, “Sixty percent of all Indians live in urban areas, but nobody's writing about 
them” (June 1, 2000). This work is an attempt to rectify that textual silence. In a 
framework where “place is as much character as setting” (Miller 2001:34), the voices 
portrayed here all tell a story about the complexity of urban Native experiences. They are 
forlorn, optimistic, tear-jerking, and humorous. Some stories may haunt you with their 
heartbreak, as they have done for me. Others may make you laugh out loud. I hope to 
have done them justice. But my greatest hope is that upon turning the last page you, the 
reader, come away with the same sense I had in the garden that day: that far from being 
“invisible” or “historical,” urban Natives are an active presence in the Boston landscape. 
That all this living, thriving, laughing, and crying in the city, “IS culture!”  
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Fig. 1.6: A summer harvest (Lynch, July 23, 2015) 
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CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND 
 
As I walk these city streets, I realize I can’t plant my corn...—Geraldine Barney (Singer-
Songwriter, Boston), “Glitter Nights”  
 
Section I: An Overview of Urban Native Demographics and Health 
Disparities 
 
Contrary to depictions in popular media, the majority of Native Americans in the 
United States do not live on reservations. According to the 2010 United States census, 
seventy-eight percent of American Indian/ Alaska Native (AI/AN) individuals reside off-
reservation or in cities (Bureau of the Census, 2010). Members of this population move to 
cities for a variety of reasons: to seek greater economic opportunities, to gain a post-
secondary education, or they are the descendants of—or themselves were—individuals 
relocated to metropolitan areas due to federal assimilation policies in the mid-twentieth 
century (Rosenthal, 2012). However, Native Americans face unique experiences and 
challenges growing up in, or moving to, an urban area. Unlike many other ethnic 
minority groups living in cities, urban Native Americans often do not share one common 
cultural background. Depending on the city, an individual may only be one of a handful 
of people sharing a particular tribal affiliation or linguistic background. These multi-
tribal, multi-cultural urban Native communities are also often dispersed residentially; 
they rarely cluster in geographic locations or distinct ethnic enclaves (Lobo, 2003). These 
factors have the potential to create challenges for Natives to connect with other Natives in 
the city, and construct a distinct community identity.  
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 The urban environment also yields many challenges for Native American health 
and well-being. For instance, a 2011 study conducted by the Urban Indian Health 
Institute (UIHI) among Boston’s AI/AN population indicated that they face statistically 
significant health disparities compared to the general population, including obesity rates, 
diabetes rates, and mental distress (Urban Indian Health Institute, 2011).  In a nationwide 
study, Castor et al. (2006) examined the health status of AI/AN populations served by the 
34 federal Urban Indian Health Organizations (UIHOs) in the United States, and found 
that large, statistically significant disparities in socioeconomic and health care status exist 
between urban AI/AN groups and the general population of the respective cities. They 
also found that the degrees of disparity observed between AI/ANs and the general 
population living in UIHO service areas largely mirrored those between AI/ANs and the 
general population nationwide (Castor et al., 2006).  
However, while disparity levels may be the same in urban areas and nationally, 
data also indicate that urban AI/AN populations have distinct health care and treatment 
needs from AI/ANs who live on reservations. In a 2004 study examining AI/AN 
adolescent suicidal behavior in urban areas and reservations, researchers found “no 
common correlate of attempted suicide”, suggesting that different approaches to 
prevention and treatment are needed (Freedenthal et al., 2004). Yet despite the need for 
programs tailored to urban AI/AN health issues, urban Indian health facilities as a whole 
only receive approximately one percent of the Indian Health Service’s overall federal 
budget (Native American LifeLines, personal communication).  
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The vague concept of “off-reservation” may contribute to this low resource 
allocation. While 78 percent of Natives live “off-reservation,” the binary of “on 
reservation/ off reservation” does not accurately reflect the rate of Native Americans who 
live in urban areas. While individual cities may keep updated records of how many 
Native Americans live within their borders, they often rely on self-reported data rather 
than tribal enrollment. Obtaining an accurate count of Natives eligible for IHS services 
within a given city, therefore, is often difficult (UIHI report, 2011). Furthermore, in 
Indigenous10 communities, an “urban Native” may simply be one who has moved off “the 
rez” (Native American LifeLines, personal communication). One may be considered 
“urban” by the community, yet not show up in a census count of “urban Natives” living 
in a local city. Through both community and political focus on the reservation as 
“Indigenous space”, acquiring an urban identity leaves many off-rez Natives in a cultural 
and statistical no-man’s land.  
 Living in urban areas, many Native Americans maintain cultural, linguistic, and 
familial ties to their tribe or reservation. In the forward to Every Day is a Good Day: 
Reflections by Contemporary Indigenous Women, Wilma Mankiller writes that “no 
matter how long Native people live away, many continue to derive their identity from 
their homelands. One could ask a Sicangu Lakota woman whose family has lived in an 
urban area for several generations where she is from, and she will respond, ‘I am from 
Rosebud’, or wherever her homelands may be” (Mankiller 2011: xxviii). Therefore, 
understanding historical instances of displacement, deprivation, and trauma affecting 
                                               
10 Capitalization intentional, Indigenous as a distinct political identity (Ferreira and Lang, 2006). 
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Native Americans generally provides important context for understanding the healthcare 
needs and experiences of urban Natives. According to Nadeau and Young (2008), “many 
healing initiatives that address the problems of Native peoples, especially in the inner-
city areas, fail to link individual suffering to the broader psychosocial conditions in which 
most live” (120). One cannot address urban Native health care needs without first 
contextualizing these disparities within the history of Western colonial expansion.  
Historical Trauma and the “Soul Wound” 
The arrival of Europeans in North America had a myriad of health consequences 
for Native Americans. These health impacts have been well-documented: epidemic 
disease from the introduction of new pathogens, starvation and malnourishment at the 
hands of the reservation system, the kidnapping and forced cultural assimilation of Native 
children in boarding schools, and death from compulsory migration into new and 
unfamiliar territory (Evans-Campbell, 2008). The physical and psychological legacy of 
these effects, transmitted over generations, is still seen in Native American communities 
today through what scholars label “historical trauma” and what Indigenous peoples refer 
to as the “soul wound” (Duran et al, 1998).  
In her foundational work on historical trauma, Maria Yellow Horse Braveheart 
explored the impacts of historical trauma on mental health among the Lakota (Braveheart 
1999). Through her work she documented a collection of common responses which she 
labeled the “historical trauma response.” These responses were “similar to symptomology 
identified among Jewish holocaust survivors and their descendants, and include: 
rumination over past events and lost ancestors, survivor guilt, unresolved mourning, 
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feeling numb in response to traumatic events, anger, depression, intrusive dreams and 
thoughts, and fantasies about saving lost ancestors” (Braveheart 1999, in Evans-Campbell 
2008: 325). In a similar study conducted with elders from two large reservations, 18 
percent said that they thought about loss associated with boarding schools at least once 
per week, 18.2 percent about the loss of Indigenous land at least once per day, more than 
one third had daily thoughts about the loss of Indigenous language and culture in their 
community, and 24 percent reported always or often having feelings of anger associated 
with historical loss (Whitbeck et al 2004). Therefore, even though the assimilationist 
policies of the US government no longer overtly exist, they still exist in the daily lived 
realities of contemporary Native Americans.  
Historical Trauma Associated with Boarding Schools 
Native parents’ attempt to keep their children from attending residential boarding 
schools—that they themselves may have been forced to attend—explains a portion of the 
Native American (and First Nations Canadian) exodus to urban areas from the nineteenth 
through mid-twentieth centuries (Rosenthal 2012; field notes, July 2015). Therefore, 
examining the intergenerational effects of boarding schools is crucial to understanding 
AI/AN health in urban areas.  
In the nineteenth century, boarding schools were established by the United States 
government for the specific purpose of preparing Native American children for 
assimilation (Keller 2001). Like their colonial missionary school predecessors, this policy 
was implemented through forced English instruction. The experiences of isolation 
through language impacted the psychological health of the children who attended 
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residential schools. Eva Tulene Watt, a White Mountain Apache woman, recalls her 
mother’s stories from the Carlisle boarding school in the late 19th century: 
Over there, they don’t put two Apaches in the same room. They don’t put other 
tribes together too. The girls were mixed so they can’t talk their own language to 
each other. They had to talk English. If they don’t understand, the others taught 
them. Even in the dining room, and everywhere they went, people talked to them 
only in English (Watt 2004:36).  
 
Separation from both family and birth language can be a terrifying experience for anyone. 
However, the trauma of this experience is heightened by the fact that these children were 
often forcibly taken from their families by government officials. Watt recalls how her 
mother “got caught” and initially taken to the San Carlos boarding school: 
She told me how she got caught… She was walking to a waterhole to get some 
water. Two policemen followed her and caught her. They asked her if she was 
going to school. They told her she had to go to school…They said, “After you get 
through with that water, after you take it back over there, we’re taking you to the 
school.” So that’s what they did. She got caught and went into that school (Watt 
2004:32-33).  
 
This sudden and frightening removal had lasting psychological impacts on these children. 
It also affected how they would treat their own children in the future. According to 
researcher and social worker Teresa Evans-Campbell, the boarding school experience 
deprived children of their traditional role models and “may have not only interrupted the 
intergenerational transmission of healthy child-rearing practices but also instilled new, 
negative behaviors instead” (Evans-Campbell 2008:326). She also argues that the forced 
removal of children to boarding schools sent the message that “the government has not 
considered AI/AN families as appropriate places to raise children. This message may be 
internalized by parents and their children, who may begin to doubt themselves, their own 
culture, and their traditional ways of parenting” (Evans-Campbell 2008:326-7). The 
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trauma inflicted by boarding schools, then, negatively impacted not just the children who 
attended them but subsequent generations of Native American parents and children as 
well.   
Physiological Impacts of Historical Trauma 
 The impact of historically traumatic events such as Indian residential schools 
continues to affect the physical health of AI/AN communities today. The language loss 
associated with boarding schools not only signifies the loss of cultural expression, but a 
loss of healing chants, the names of medicinal plants, and prayers. For instance, in a 
study on the links between traditional culture and health in Native communities, 
researchers discovered that “those First Nations that appeared to have more cultural 
continuity (measured by traditional Indigenous language knowledge) had significantly 
lower diabetes prevalence after adjustment for socio-economic factors (p =0.007). First 
Nations that have been better able to preserve their culture may be relatively protected 
from diabetes” (Oster et al, 2014: 1).  
In a community that has suffered language loss over generations, the loss of a 
cultural “buffer” against traumatic events has physiologically traumatic consequences 
(Evans-Campbell 2008: 325). Type II diabetes is a chronic condition that 
disproportionately affects Native Americans (Ferreira and Lang, 2006).11 There is a 
                                               
11 In a biomedical sense, diabetes mellitus (also known as type II diabetes) is an endocrine 
disorder where the body does not produce enough insulin. This means that glucose cannot be 
consumed by the cells, causing it to build up in the blood. Constant high blood sugar can cause 
serious physiological complications, including kidney failure, blindness, and heart disease. 
According for the Center for Disease Control, AI/AN adults are twice as likely to have diagnosed 
diabetes as non-Hispanic whites (CDC Traditional Foods Project, 2015).  
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growing body of evidence in anthropological literature indicating that this disparity is an 
embodiment of ongoing unequal colonial relations and historical trauma. For instance, 
anthropologist Jo Scheder regards the shifting prevalence from epidemic infections to 
chronic conditions among Native Hawaiians as “a continuum of illness, built on the back 
of everyday mind-body experiences of inequality, temporally unbound from colonial to 
contemporary eras” (Scheder 2006:33). In a recent community-based study within a 
Canadian urban Indigenous community, researchers found that “negative relationships 
with food” instilled during residential schooling had impacts on responses to diet-based 
diabetes interventions (Howard 2014). Therefore, the authors argue, the legacy of 
colonialism may be reproduced in existing public health programs aimed at AI/AN.  
Many Indigenous Peoples also understand diabetes to be the embodiment of 
social inequalities. Lang (2006), for example, finds that many Dakota elders attribute the 
increase in diabetes to “decades of food scarcity, unemployment, dependence on 
government rations, and later, commodity foods” (Lang 2006:203). A similar chapter 
finds that Yurok women attribute current degenerative diseases to the violence of 
conquistadors, settlers, and the Indian policies of the United States government (Ferreira 
2006:73). Like the Yurok women, Scheder concludes that “it is the constant, lived 
experience of oppression that erodes the body as well as the spirit”, and that diabetes can 
be understood within a framework of “a physiology of oppression” (Scheder 2006: 343). 
In other words, diabetes can be understood as a physiological response to both past and 
present traumas. 
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Historical Trauma and Environmental Impacts 
Loss of traditional land through environmental degradation can have traumatic 
physical and cultural impacts on AI/AN communities. Evans-Campbell writes that 
historically traumatic events “may target communities or families directly...or indirectly, 
when aimed at the physical environment. Such environmental assaults include radioactive 
dumping on tribal lands, flooding of homelands, and the introduction of diseases into 
communities” (Evans-Campbell 2008: 322). While this statement acknowledges the 
impact of environmental events on AI/AN physical trauma, it underestimates how 
profound the cultural impact may be when considered within an Indigenous worldview.  
In the Indigenous conception of “place-as-self” (see section II of this chapter), the 
attack on tribal homelands is not “indirect”, it is extremely personal.  For instance, results 
from a multi-year community-driven case study in the Inuit community of Rigolet, 
Nunatsiavut, Canada “illustrated that climate change is negatively affecting feelings of 
place attachment by disrupting hunting, fishing, foraging, trapping, and traveling, and 
changing local landscapes—changes which subsequently impact physical, mental, and 
emotional health and well-being” (Cunsolo et al 2012: 538). This data is similar to 
Colomeda’s 1996 ethnography Through the Northern Looking Glass, wherein she 
examines how the consequences of environmental policies and pollution have affected 
the health of Native women in the arctic region, and how these women have coped with 
their breast cancer diagnoses. Yet while the land’s deteriorating physical health degraded 
the physical health of the population, these women drew on their sense of place—their 
social and cultural identity associated with the land—as a form of resiliency (Colomeda, 
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1996). For these women, the ability to remain on their traditional land was a protective 
factor for social wellness, despite the physical illness of land and individual body alike.  
 
Health Disparities and Social Support in Urban Native Communities 
In their groundbreaking work Empire of Trauma (2009) Didier Fassin and 
Richard Rechtman trace how trauma has shifted from being viewed as an individual to a 
social phenomenon in Western political consciousness. In recent decades the trauma 
victim has become “culturally and politically respectable” in biomedical and social 
discourse, transforming from primarily a personal sickness (i.e. shell shock) to 
victimhood as the result of historical marginalization (Fassin and Rechtman 2009). Yet 
for Indigenous Peoples, trauma has always been understood and experienced socially 
(Walters et al, 2011). Social support networks also play a large role in helping Natives 
manage chronic conditions, such as diabetes (Ferreira, 2006).  
However, Natives living in urban contexts may have issues accessing social 
support from their family, tribe, and land. According to Indigenous scholar and activist 
Vine Deloria, AI/AN “lack an immigrant experience within their memories”, instead 
drawing strength and support from the landscapes that hold their histories, stories, and 
ancestors (Deloria 1995, qtd. in Walters et al 2011). Therefore, when coping with 
diabetes, stress, and other after-effects of trauma, urban Natives may have less of a social 
support network to rely on than do their reservation-dwelling counterparts or other 
immigrant minorities already established within cities. Lobo’s (2003) study found that the 
urban Native community in San Francisco relied on key households—dubbed “urban clan 
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mothers”—to “provide a degree of permanence in the swirl of constant shifts and changes 
in the highly fluid urban Indian communities” (505). Yet effects of these key households 
on urban Native health, specifically, have not been thoroughly examined. Potential access 
to systematic, stable support networks has major implications for urban Native physical 
and social health, as well as the ability to form a “sense of place” within the urban 
landscape.   
Section II: Sense of Place and Wellness 
“Place may be the first of all concepts; it may be the oldest of all words”—N. Scott 
Momaday (Kiowa descent) 
 
 The trope of the “ecological Native” (Ulloa, 2010) is well-known in both popular 
culture and academia. The Native American with a single tear rolling down his cheek in 
an anti-littering commercial; historical works on the association between ecological 
changes and Native American population decline during the colonial conquest of North 
America (ie Cronon 1983); movies depicting an idealized universe where Natives exist in 
harmony with the land (Disney’s Pocahontas, 1994; Avatar, 2009). These images, words, 
and messages have become so entrenched in modern America’s cultural lexicon that it is 
often difficult for the anthropologist to discuss Indigenous cultural connections to their 
traditional homelands without seemingly reducing the subjects of their inquiry to 
stereotyped, romanticized caricatures. The task of anthropologists in recent decades, 
therefore, has been to understand Native connections to place on the participant’s own 
terms, illuminating the fact that connections to place go beyond simply ecological 
stewardship; place is linked inextricably with both cultural and physical self-identity.  
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Studies of Place among Indigenous communities 
 Keith Basso is one of the foundational scholars of place, and place-making, within 
Native American communities. His seminal work Wisdom Sits in Places (1996) is the 
first in-depth study of place and place-names undertaken by an anthropologist, and 
explores the significance of place in the culture and sense-making of the Western Apache 
people. Written as narrative vignettes, the book highlights the experiences of four 
members of the White Mountain Apache Tribe and how they attribute meaning to place.  
Basso argues that the development of a sense of place is inherently social. The 
only way for anthropologists to gain an understanding of a Native community’s sense of 
place is to become socially-embedded within their life-worlds.   
For it is simply not the case, as some phenomenologists and growing numbers of 
nature writers would have us believe, that relationships to places are lived 
exclusively or predominantly in contemplative moments of social isolation. On 
the contrary, relationships to places are lived most often in the company of other 
people, and it is on these communal occasions-when places are sensed together- 
that native views of the physical world become accessible to strangers (Basso 
1996: 56-7).  
 
Following this logic, Basso undertakes an intensive ethnographic project with the White 
Mountain Apache community in Cibecue, Arizona. The land, he finds, serves as both a 
moral and cultural grounding that, according to a participant, “makes the people live 
right” (Basso 1996:61). The land takes on a moral significance from historical tales 
associated with specific geographic locations: “After stories and storytellers have served 
th[eir] beneficial purpose, features of the physical landscape take over and perpetuate it. 
Mountains and arroyos step in symbolically for grandmothers and uncles...Grandmothers 
and uncles must perish, but the landscape endures... The land keeps badness away” 
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(Basso 1996: 60-61). The Apaches are not just “connected” to their homeland in a 
cultural-historical sense; it is intimately tied to their self-identity and social relationships. 
Place, Basso argues, accounts for the social well-being of Apache society. 
 Similar to Basso’s work with the Western Apache, other scholars have surveyed 
the important links between place, social wellness, and cultural identity formation in 
Indigenous societies. For instance, Kana’iaupuni and Malone (2006) argue that place is 
“the key connection linking Native Hawaiians to each other and to an indigenous 
heritage” (291). Through a review of ethnographic literature and indigenous text, they 
explore the significance of place to Native Hawaiian identity and cultural survival. 
Kana’iaupuni and Malone further examine ties to place through multiple frameworks: 
physical and spiritual, genealogical, and sociopolitical/ historical. Through these 
frameworks, they highlight the difference between Western and Indigenous conceptions 
of place:  
Whereas Western explanations view places purely in terms of their 
geomorphology (with little human interference), indigenous models view people 
and the environment as overlapping and interacting...Between places and people 
occurs a sharing of being—places carry the energies of people, history, cultural 
significance; in turn, people carry the energy of places as some part of their being. 
(Memmott and Long 2002, cited in Kana’iaupuni et al 2006).  
 
These meanings attributed to place, the authors argue, also help shape cultural identity 
among the Hawaiian Diaspora in the continental U.S.  
Indigenous Sense of Place and “Dis-placement” 
While Kana’iapuni and colleagues (2006) briefly examined sense of place among 
Native Hawaiians living on the continent, it is important to recognize that many 
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Indigenous “Diaspora” communities are not created by choice, but by forced political 
circumstance. The effects of dislocation from Indigenous territory can affect both cultural 
identity and sense of place. For instance, Julie Peteet highlights the close links between 
place and identity formation in Palestinian refugee camps: “Common denominators in 
denoting contemporary Palestinian identity in Lebanon were origin in [Palestine] and 
continuing attachment to the space and particular places of Palestine, the collective loss 
and trauma of exile...and the imagining of a future return” (Peteet 2005:99). In her 
investigation, Palestinian refugee identity is both produced by, and produces, the space of 
the refugee camp. Palestinian social identity also becomes forged, she argues, “in the 
process of resisting displacement” (Peteet 2005:102). Culturally and psychologically, 
these identities cannot be separated from place and its associated hopes, despairs, and 
memories.  
Like Peteet’s study, the trauma of social disruptions associated with land 
dispossession and degradation has been explored by medical anthropologists and 
Indigenous scholars alike. In Wisdom Sits in Places (2006), Basso writes,  
Losing the land is something Western Apaches can ill-afford to do, for 
geographical features have served the people for centuries as indispensible pegs 
on which to hang moral teachings of their history... Speaking to [informants], one 
forms the impression that Apaches view the landscape as a repository of distilled 
wisdom, a stern but benevolent keeper of tradition, an ever-vigilant ally in the 
efforts of individuals and whole communities to maintain a set of standards for 
social living that is uniquely and distinctly their own. In the world that Western 
Apaches have constituted for themselves, features of the landscape have become 
symbols of and for this way of living, the symbols of a culture and the enduring 
moral character of its people” (Basso 1996: 62-63).  
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In a cultural worldview where land is tied to the one’s heritage and ancestors, and is a 
guide for social well-being, becoming disconnected from that place has both dramatic 
social and psychological effects, as I will argue in the following chapters.  
Displacement and Indigenous Health 
In their article “Dis-Placement and Dis-ease: Land Place, and Health among 
American Indians Alaska Natives,” Walters et al. (2011) cite an aboriginal scholar: 
Our identity as human beings remains tied to our land, to our cultural practices, 
our systems of authority and control, our intellectual traditions, our concepts of 
spirituality, and to our systems of resource ownership and exchange. Destroy this 
relationship and you damage—sometimes irrevocably—individual human beings 
and their health (Burgess et al 2005:120; qtd in Walters et al 2011: 165).  
 
Walters and colleagues go on to argue that political displacement from traditional 
homelands has direct impacts on Indigenous health: “it can be argued that as the land or 
relationship to the land is impacted—physically or metaphorically—so are minds, bodies, 
and spirits” (Walters et al 2011: 167). Through cross-sectional national health surveys, 
the authors share, 
empirical findings related to land and place loss on physical and mental health 
outcomes among a national sample of gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender 
AI/AN [American Indian/ Alaska Native]... [showed that] historical and 
contemporary traumas concurrent with socioeconomic vulnerabilities undercut the 
health of AI/AN’s, especially among two-spirit populations (Walters et al 2011: 
166).  
 
A recent study by Garcia (2009) further reveals the dramatic health implications 
of historical dispossession. Her ethnography linked Hispano heroin usage in New Mexico 
to loss of traditional lands. Although the case-study subject of Garcia’s study had never 
lived on their traditional land, they still felt a deep connection to it, as well as a deep 
sense of mourning for a place they could no longer access. This study potentially 
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parallels the experience of urban Natives born in cities, who may endure trauma from 
land loss experienced in an earlier generation.  
Sense of Place, Displacement, and the Urban Environment 
Physical separation from culturally important spaces has profound impacts on the 
health and well-being of displaced Indigenous communities across the globe (Walters et 
al 2011; Peteet 2005; McMichael 2002). Basso writes: 
As normally experienced, sense of place quite simply is...until as sometimes 
happens, we are deprived of these attachments and find ourselves adrift, literally 
dislocated, in unfamiliar surroundings we do not comprehend or care for even 
less. On these unnerving occasions, sense of place may assert itself in pressing 
and powerful ways... It is then we come to see that attachments to places may be 
nothing less than profound, and that when these attachments are threatened we 
may feel threatened as well (1996, xiii).  
 
From this description, it would appear that striving to understand the effects of this 
“dislocation” on Indigenous urban dwellers would be a logical topic of study for cultural-
medical anthropologists. Yet, the literature on the ramifications of urban life on Native 
American sense of place is surprisingly sparse. In her book Being Maori in the City, 
Gagné (2013) writes about the challenges of maintaining identity when Maori migrate 
from traditional homelands to urban environments in New Zealand. However, while 
urban-rural juxtaposition is central to the book and sense of place complications are 
implied, it is social identities, not place-making itself, is the focus of her analysis. In the 
United States context, Walters et al (2011) characterized the urban Native experience as 
the result of implicit or explicit Indian removal policies. However, this characterization 
disregards elements of choice in urban Native relocation. This is a significant omission, 
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as the context of arrival in the city potentially impacts both sense of place and social 
wellness.  
Friedel (2009) studied place-based learning among urban Indigenous youth in 
central Canada, examining how traditional and urban identities are performed within the 
space of the city. While this provides a fascinating launching point to explore place-
identity interactions in the urban Boston area, Friedel’s work only focused on the 
adolescent generation of urban Natives. According to Peteet, generational experience 
away from the homeland has an impact on sense of place. “Three or four generations 
removed from direct experience of the homeland, the children’s cognitive map of their 
location in the world was a transposed Galilean landscape” (Peteet 2005: 101).  In other 
words, youth removed from their cultural space may begin to conceptualize their sense of 
place in a culturally different way from their parents. Due to these generational 
incongruities, any systematic ethnographic studies of urban Native experiences with 
place dislocation, homeland separation, and the development of a sense of place need to 
incorporate an intergenerational perspective.  
 Since there are few anthropological studies on Indigenous place-making in urban 
areas, it is beneficial to explore how anthropologists and related academic disciplines 
have approached the study of place and place-making more generally. In particular, I 
survey anthropological studies of place and its intersections with health, drawing heavily 
on the fields of psychology and cultural geography.  
Studies of place and health in the Social Sciences 
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 The preceding section focuses on Indigenous constructions of place. In order to 
gain a firm grounding place-based analysis it is also important to understand how 
anthropologists themselves, and associated fields such as cultural geography, 
conceptualize space and place. After all, most of the knowledge gleaned about place-
making is filtered through the words of the Western researcher. In a review of sense of 
place literature, geographers DeMiglio and Williams (2008) write “the studies cited show 
that sense of place varies and it is largely based on individual experiences with place” 
(pg. 27), in direct contrast to Basso’s statements earlier in this chapter, which argue that 
place is primarily experienced as a social phenomenon in many Native communities 
(Basso 1996:56).  
 Unlike other studies of social belonging, the focus on a sense of place involves 
the physical environment. From a cultural geography perspective, “sense of place is 
interpreted as a formulated response towards characteristics or aspects of the environment 
(i.e. natural, built and social)” (DeMiglio and Williams 2008: 21). Sociologist David 
Hummon (1992) adds that it may influence psychological and emotional well-being as 
well: “sense of place is inevitably dual in nature, involving both an interpretive 
perspective on the environment and an emotional reaction to the environment” (Hummon 
1992: 262; in DeMiglio and Williams 2008: 20). Urban planner Kevin Lynch (1976) also 
relates sense of place to physical and emotional well-being, as he argues the overall 
perception of a place is influenced by our sensory experiences: “what one can see, what 
one feels underfoot, the smell of the air...that quality affects our immediate well-being, 
our actions, our understandings” (Lynch 1976:8; in DeMiglio and Williams, 2008: 18). 
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DeMiglio and Williams take this argument one step further, arguing that environmental 
stewardship, through a developed sense of place, also contributes to well-being. “The act 
of protecting a place (e.g. from environmental hazards) might be considered a method of 
protecting self and thus a method of sustaining personal well-being” (DeMiglio and 
Williams 2008: 27). This is similar to Basso’s (1996) assertion that the physical health of 
the land has a direct impact on the health of the Apache people. Yet DeMiglio and 
Williams’ statement also highlights the difference between Indigenous and Western 
conceptions of place. From the Indigenous perspective, place-based well-being was 
conceptualized as social health; from the geographer’s perspective, it is individual-
physical.  
Studies of Displacement in the Social Sciences 
 Much of the psychological and anthropological literature has dealt with sense of 
place in the context of being out of place. In their landmark work Culture, Power, and 
Place, anthropologists Gupta and Ferguson (1997) explore the concepts of locality and 
community in light of mass migrations and “transnational” cultures. Through their 
assertion that identities are a “mobile, often unstable relation of difference,” the authors 
examine how the context of being (dis)placed impacts both cultural and political 
identities (1997:13). They pay particular attention to the role that “placeless mass media” 
plays on understandings of place; “the forces that make certain identities in the world 
viable and others not” (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997). Building upon this work, D’Alisera 
(2004) examines how the Sierra Leone diasporas in Washington DC both engage with 
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their homeland and “make place” in a new city. Using a phenomenological approach,12 
she explores how this community interacts with the global Muslim community and 
negotiates its new social and political identity within it. This relates to Benedict 
Anderson’s (2006) concept of “Imagined Communities”, wherein the “nation” is a 
socially constructed community, imagined by individuals who identify with that 
group.  This concept also has the potential to inform understandings of place within the 
Diaspora, wherein a displaced identity is forged at the sub-national level.  
Studies among displaced populations show that sense of place is achieved through 
creating a sense of home in the unfamiliar space. In a phenomenological study on the 
lived experiences of individuals in hospice day care in the United Kingdom, the 
researchers found that the hospice is (re)constructed purposefully to achieve a sense of 
‘home’ and ‘homelikeness’ (Moore et al, 2013). The reconstruction of home creates a 
“therapeutic landscape” for patients by allowing them to “mentalise” it, using “cultural 
resources enabling [the] landscape to be apprehended metaphorically” (Rose 2012: 
1381). In this example the landscape becomes “home” for the individual through strong 
social and cultural connections that interact with the physical space.  
There is a body of work among European anthropologists which examine the 
urban place in relation to marginalized or displaced immigrant communities. For 
instance, Stefano Portelli (2015) writes about Barcelona’s low-price housing sectors. 
Collaborating with historians and architects, he describes a “Horizontal City”, a 
“threshold space where a population with very different migratory routes and histories 
                                               
12 See section III of this chapter for a discussion of phenomenology. 
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found common ground for negotiation and rapprochement, building a horizontal 
sociality” (125). In this way, he argues that these communities transformed the 
“concentrationary” spaces of Barcelona, which “were designed to move undesirable 
workers away from the center,” into “veritable garden cities where differences and 
conflicts were self-managed” (125). However, Portelli also points out how discourses 
used to justify demolishing these spaces for city renovation projects “involved a symbolic 
attack on the identity and self-representation of the inhabitants of this low-cost housing” 
(120). Thus, his work illuminates how exclusion, socially-constructed spaces, and the 
politics of identity are intimately intertwined within urban places.  
 However, few works deal with sense of place in urban areas in the United States. 
To address this, anthropologist Setha Low (2014) calls for anthropologists to spatialize 
culture. She argues that “studying culture and political economy through the lens of space 
and place provides a powerful tool for uncovering material and representational injustice 
and forms of social exclusion” (2014:34). Similar to Povinelli’s work on 
“concentrationary” landscapes, Low urges scholars to pay particular attention to “systems 
of sociospatial exclusion,” ie physical mechanisms that limit who can enter and exit a 
space, governance instruments that restrict entrance, and surveillance strategies that 
“reference the underlying structural racism, sexism and classism that permeate 
contemporary neoliberal society” (Low 2014:34). She also argues that a spatial 
anthropological approach can enhance the work of applied anthropologists (who she 
terms “engaged anthropologists”). To illustrate her point, she draws upon her fieldwork at 
Moore Street Market—a Latino food market in Brooklyn, NY—in which she uses spatial 
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analysis to “claim this urban commercial space for a translocal and networked set of 
social relations rather than a gentrified redevelopment project” (Low 2014:34-5).  
Engaging a spatial anthropology approach, psychiatrist Mindy Fullilove (2009) 
explores the impacts of urban renewal projects on African American communities, in 
particular the emotional trauma of displacement, which she characterizes as “root shock.” 
She also argues that the long-term consequences of urban renewal “flow from the social 
paralysis of dispossession, [and] most importantly, a collapse of political action. This has 
important implications for the well-being of African Americans” (Fullilove 2001: 72). 
The most devastating impact of urban renewal is that the space no longer belongs to the 
community, politically or socially. They become strangers, and unwelcome, in spaces 
that were once their social and physical home.  
This study presents a fascinating contrast to Karen McCarthy-Brown’s (1999) 
ethnography of Haitian Vodou practitioners living in New York City: 
But how could the spirits be active in New York if they were tied to the particular 
spaces and places of Haiti? Mama Lola’s solution to this cosmo-logistical 
problem is, on the surface at least, deceptively simple: ‘The spirit is a wind’, she 
says, ‘Everywhere I go, they going too...to protect me.’  
There is another, perhaps more important, way in which Mama Lola and many 
other Haitians living in New York remain in touch with the spirits: they return to 
Haiti. While Haitians living in New York may suffer the melancholy that comes 
from being away from home, they do not suffer the trauma of cosmic proportions 
that their African ancestors did when they realized that home was irrevocably lost 
(McCarthy-Brown, 1999:79).  
 
For the Haitian Diaspora in New York City, “home” is still Haiti, and they have a cultural 
worldview in which the spirits from home inhabit the new space with them—similar to 
the sentiment “everywhere is Allah’s place” among Somali refugees in Australia 
(McMichael, 2002).  Most significantly, immigrants in this community have the ability to 
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return home—although practically this may be difficult or even impossible—because the 
physical space of home still exists. This is not the case for Fullilove’s (2009) participants, 
whose community was irrevocably disrupted during urban renewal. Different reactions to 
urban renewal presents a potential parallel to the differing levels of trauma experienced 
by urban Native Americans: is the trauma of urban living greater for those with no 
traditional land to return to, whose ancestral home has been paved over with concrete? 
 The transnational experience of McCarthy-Brown’s (1999) participants highlight 
geographer Yi-Fu Tuan’s (1980) distinction between “sense of place” and “rootedness”. 
Rootedness, he argues, is an unconscious experience of place, an ingrained phenomenon 
within the individual’s cultural worldview. Sense of place, in contrast, comes with 
conscious awareness; it can be “achieved and maintained” (4). Through this perspective, 
then, Haitian Vodou practitioners form a sense of place in New York City, yet they are 
rooted in Haiti. It is also possible that rootedness is related to the phenomenon of 
knowing, at least theoretically, that it is possible to return to the homeland. This has the 
potential to be applied to how sense of place is formed—or not—within urban Native 
American communities. Furthermore, it is worth exploring how, inter-generationally, a 
sense of place may become translated into rootedness.  
Sense of Place: Negotiating the Indigenous and Western-Academic Perspectives 
 In Culture, Power, and Place, Gupta and Ferguson (1997) reflect on the social 
and political position of anthropologists in relation to place-based research. For instance, 
in trying to describe how refugees construct place, they argue that anthropologists may 
also be contributing to social and political construction of the refugee (Gupta and 
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Ferguson 1997). In a similar sense, it would do well for anthropologist to reflect on how 
studies of place constructions may put primacy on Western conceptualizations of place at 
the expense of Indigenous worldviews. For instance, DeMiglio and Williams (2008) 
write “Lewis (1979) went on to endorse sense of place as an essential for life and as a 
need that is necessary to fulfill in order to sustain personal well-being... ‘I do not think 
that one can survive as a humane creature on this earth without special attachments to 
special places’” (20). Yet in many Indigenous worldviews, sense of place is not akin to a 
“need” to be fulfilled or merely an “attachment”; it is akin to sense of self. Gregory 
Cajete, a Tewa scholar (2000: 186) writes: 
Native people expressed a relationship to the natural world that could only be 
called ‘ensoulment’... which for Native people represented the deepest level of 
psychological involvement with their land and which provided a kind of map of 
the soul... In the Native mind, spirit and matter were not separate: They were one 
and the same (qtd. In Walters et al, 2011).  
 
When working with Indigenous conceptions of place, Western researchers need to 
discard the Western binary of “people and place” and embrace the more precise 
phenomenological perspective of “place-as-self”. With this understanding, researchers 
will be able to conceptualize that enactments on place are also acts upon the individual 
and social self. Therefore, the relationship between displacement and well-being for 
Indigenous peoples becomes more perilous than for other cultural groups. There have 
already been calls to incorporate Indigenous ways of knowing when working with Native 
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populations (Barnhardt and Kawagley, 2005). The emic perspective13 favored by 
anthropology—and medical anthropology as a sub-discipline—offers a prime framework 
to address the relationship between sense of place and health for urban Native 
Americans.    
 
Section III: Theoretical Frames 
Native Americans are the environment: the environment is us! —Western Shoshone man 
(Gonzales and Nelson 2001:496) 
 
Into each life, it is said, some rain must fall. Some people have bad horoscopes; others 
take tips on the stock market... But Indians have been cursed above all other people in 
history. Indians have anthropologists—Vine Deloria (1969:78).  
 
 There is an inextricable link between place and health in the Native American 
worldview. However, until recently anthropologists regarded this worldview as that of 
the “Other”—part of an exotic culture not privy to Western notions of science and 
rationality (Barnhardt and Kawagley, 2005). Many anthropological studies of Native 
health have reflected this mindset; “while the Natives believe that the land lends itself to 
X health condition, in reality we know it’s caused by Y.” In his essay Anthropologists 
and Other Friends, Vine Deloria sharply criticized the discipline of anthropology for its 
history of perpetuating self-fulfilling colonialist hypotheses: “he [the anthropologist] 
already knows what he is going to find... No, the anthropologist is only out on 
                                               
13 The emic perspective seeks to understand the subject’s worldview from the perspective of their 
social group. This is in contrast to the etic perspective, in which the subject is understood from 
the observer’s outside perspective.  
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reservations to verify what he has suspected all along—that Indians are a very quaint 
people who bear watching” (Deloria 1969:80).  
While anthropology readers today may view this as an unfair characterization of 
their field of study, Deloria’s criticisms were at the time both warranted and desperately 
needed. Through post-modern, reflexive discourse on the state of the field (Wacquant 
1992), many anthropologists realized that they could no longer regard Indigenous peoples 
as “a very quaint people”, devoid of historical, political, and environmental context. 
Anthropologists, and medical anthropologists in particular, have since embraced a variety 
of theories in their study of how the Indigenous body interacts with its physical and 
socio-political environment, particularly in the context of health research. Through 
exploring the advantages and drawbacks of these theoretical frameworks, as well as the 
narratives they produce about Native bodies, I outline a theoretical path for the 
productive, and culturally-appropriate, study of Native sense of place in urban contexts.  
Native Health in a Biocultural Context 
 A biocultural framework is a study of adaptation; it examines how cultural 
practices can either be adaptive, or maladaptive, responses to environmental stressors. 
For instance, Peter Brown’s (1981) study of endemic malaria in Sardinia outlines how the 
villagers’ seasonal migration patterns followed the opposite path of the mosquito 
vector—the mosquitoes moved into lowland areas in the season that villagers designated 
for herding in the mountains. In another example, Jablonski et al (2002) made an 
important contribution to explaining human variation in skin color as an adaptation to 
varying vitamin D levels in disparate climates.  
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The biocultural theory has often been applied to Native communities living on 
their traditional lands. Joel Savishinsky’s study (1994) of Hare Indian Hunters in Western 
Canada illustrates that the alternating “fission and fusion patterns” of community life 
reflect both seasonal climate patterns and game dispersal (in McElroy and Townsend, 
2004:303). Yet, Savishinsky argues that while this pattern of living is adaptive in one 
context, it is maladaptive in another: “the more conservative, traditional families cope 
well with the isolation of bush life, but for “westernized” individuals with ambivalent 
identities, winter isolation is particularly stressful” (McElroy and Townsend, 2004:303). 
The tension between “traditional” and western life-ways, from a biocultural perspective, 
is responsible for much of the stress faced by urban (or as Savishinsky reductively 
argues, “westernized”) Natives.  
 Perhaps the most famous biocultural study is Eaton et al’s (1988) “Stone Agers in 
the Fast Lane” which builds upon the theory that adaptation is context-dependent. The 
authors claim that the prevalence of chronic conditions—dubbed “diseases of 
modernization”—among Indigenous peoples results from the fact that their bodies, and 
genetics, are adapted for feast-and-famine hunter-gatherer lifestyles (Eaton et al, 1988). 
From this essay the “thrifty gene” hypothesis emerged to explain the high rates of 
diabetes mellitus in Indian Country. In this hypothesis, “our biology and ecology are no 
longer a good fit...living under hunter-gatherer dietary and exercise conditions, we 
evolved a metabolic efficiency that enabled us to survive food shortages but it is not 
adaptive in our contemporary Western obesogenic environments” (Eaton et al 1988, in 
Brewis 2011). Through this approach diabetes type II becomes the “physical embodiment 
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of modernity” (Weidman 2012) for Indigenous peoples, with the underlying, unspoken 
assumption that their bodies are not “fit” for modernity.   
Criticism of the “Thrifty Gene” and Critical Medical Anthropology 
 While the biocultural “thrifty gene” theory remains popular among biomedical 
practitioners to explain Indigenous health disparities, it has been harshly criticized, if not 
outright discredited, by social scientists and Indigenous activists alike. For instance, in 
the introduction to the edited volume Indigenous Peoples and Diabetes (2006), Ferreira 
and Lang argue that diabetes must be placed within “a broader debate that encompasses 
power relations in the process of diagnosis, treatment, and in the delivery of health 
services” (Ferreira and Lang 2006:13). They reject the “thrifty gene” hypothesis, arguing 
that is not only racializes the condition, but dis-empowers its sufferers: “To say that 
‘Indian heritage’ is a risk factor for diabetes mellitus because Indians have a ‘defective’ 
or ‘thrifty’ gene sends out a very perverse message to Indigenous Peoples all over the 
planet: ‘If it’s in your genes, there is nothing you can do about it’” (Ferreira and Lang 
2006:13). The message “being Indian means to be diabetic” prevents researchers and 
diabetes sufferers from working to understand the complex, multi-factorial nature of 
diabetes (Ferreira and Lang 2006:14). In other words, by focusing solely on the genetic 
component of diabetes it is easier to ignore the structural aspects to risk and the social 
solutions to problems. To fully understand Indigenous diabetes, it must be situated within 
the social worlds of its sufferers. 
As a result, many anthropologists have taken a critical approach to investigating 
Native health disparities. Critical medical anthropology incorporates the role of past and 
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present structural inequalities into their analysis. Jo Scheder writes, “I argue against 
explanatory models of Indigenous health and racial/ethnic disparities, explanations that 
confuse injury with failure, vulnerability with weakness, and that readily accept de-
contextualized epidemiology while they fragment lives from their surrounding life-
worlds” (Scheder in Ferreira and Lang 2006:33). In a similar vein, Margaret Everett 
(2011) discusses the limitation of treating ethnicity as a “risk factor” for type II diabetes 
among Indigenous Oaxacan populations. She contends that it ignores “social 
determinants of health”; notably emotional trauma associated with economic 
marginalization and forced dislocation (Everett 2011). Rather than arguing that 
Indigenous peoples are playing genetic catch-up, anthropologists have looked critically at 
how United States and other North American governmental policies have historically 
contributed to Native health disparities.  
Reservations and forced removal negatively impacted Indigenous health because 
these historic acts of violence removed tribes from local sources of food and medicine 
(Weidman 2012). Resettlement prevented access to well-known places where medicinal 
material could be gathered, forcing tribes to rely on unfamiliar and sporadic federal 
health care services (Joe 1994). The U.S. government also provided inconsistent and 
unhealthy rations to Native Americans living on reservations, with little instruction on 
how to prepare these new foods. For instance, Eva Tulene Watt, a White Mountain 
Apache woman, recalls her childhood experience of travelling with her family to receive 
rations in the 1920s: 
They used to give rations away at San Carlos…It took about six days, 
horseback…When people lined up to get their rations, it’s like they’re going to 
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put cattle on a truck. There’s a fence on both sides…those people were pushing 
and shoving, ‘cause they all want to get in there first…They gave out green coffee 
too, sugar and salt. You know, in those days people don’t know what coffee is. 
They thought it was beans. So they were boiling it, boiling it, and it never got soft. 
“These beans are no good,” they said. “These beans don’t cook!” So they just 
throwed [sic] them away” (Watt, 2004: 45-48).  
 
Unfamiliarity with new foods, and lack of access to healthy food, led to chronic 
malnutrition which allowed sickness to spread more easily (Davies 2001). 
Embodiment 
 Central to medical anthropology is the concept of embodiment, or “local 
biologies” (Lock 2004). This concept centralizes the individual body in the analysis of 
health disparities, focusing on how social, political, and economic structures are enacted 
upon, and become reproduced within, the physical bodies of its sufferers. For instance, in 
his study of dengue in Nicaragua, Nading (2014) argues that the disease’s high 
prevalence is the biologization of structural and community entanglements: “material and 
social conditions become dialectically produced in the space of the body…a result of 
shortcomings in intimate, local forms of attachment, such as urban planning [and] 
neighborhood social cohesion” (Nading, 2014:10). The concept of embodiment draws 
heavily upon Foucault’s theory of biopower (1990) wherein States and macro-political 
structures hold a “power over life” through policy, surveillance, and enforcement of 
bodily discipline (ie what constitutes a “healthy body”). In the case of Indigenous health, 
by directly influencing biological processes through removal, poor provision of 
reservation commodities, and an underfunded healthcare system, the State holds power 
over “the body itself”: both individual-physical bodies of its citizens and the social body 
of the population (Foucault, 1990:33). Unlike the biocultural lens, the critical approach 
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and the theory of embodiment do not view the individual body as one that is 
(mal)adapted to external stressors, but one that is enacted upon by external forces within 
the superstructure.  
Political Ecology: A Marriage of Structure, Environment, and Biology 
From a critical perspective, “the body is directly impacted by place and what 
happens in places”, echoing Indigenous perspectives on the environment (Walters et al, 
2011:172). Incorporating the concepts of embodiment, local biologies, and biopower into 
biocultural studies of adaptation and bodily stress gave birth to the field of political 
ecology, a marriage of critical medical anthropology and biocultural anthropology. 
Political ecology supports the notion that political-economic structures are in a dialectic 
relationship with the environment: “the environment is not simply a given but is shaped 
by hierarchical social relationships” (Singer 1993:189). This perspective clearly outlines 
how one’s physiology changes (adapts) as the result of the physical environment, but that 
this environment is influenced by sociocultural factors.  
To illustrate this theoretical approach, I return to the example of AI/AN diabetes 
type II disparities. In Indigenous Peoples and Diabetes (2006), the Ferreira and Lang 
embrace aspects of biocultural theory—that the body undergoes physiological changes as 
the result of socio-environmental stressors—yet situate these changes within an 
environment of structural violence. In her chapter on type II diabetes among Mexican-
American migrant farm workers, Scheder illustrates the neuroendocrine and experiential 
linkages between social inequality and diabetes. She writes, “The frequent adjustment to 
stressful life events and change, compounded by social inequality and psychosocial stress 
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inherent in the migrant lifestyle act via a series of physiological responses to culminate in 
hyperglycemia” (Scheder 2006:304).  Similarly, Goodman et al.’s (1988) work analyses 
the ways social inequalities and environmental pressures leave physical markers of stress. 
In Ferreira’s chapter on social support as a protective factor against diabetes, she argues 
that diabetes mellitus is an outcome of emotional stimulation—an arousal of the 
autonomic and endocrine systems that impedes the body’s ability to produce insulin 
(Ferreira 2005:374). This perspective is further reflected in Schoenberg et al.’s (2009) 
analysis that stress-linked emotions can exacerbate existing diabetes (Schoenberg et al, 
103).  
Anthropologists also work within a political-ecological framework to modify the 
“thrifty genotype” hypothesis, while still situating bodies within an environment of stress. 
For instance, Brewis (2011) examines obesity through the lens of social and ecological 
risk. She observes how healthy food access and availability as a result of socioeconomic 
status can influence individual biology inter-generationally: 
A pregnant woman’s body may react to environmental changes in ways that 
prepare her developing fetus to be better adapted to the world it is 
entering…people will be more prone to weight gain and retention in adulthood if 
they were subject to food shortages while they were fetuses and end up living in 
an environment where dense calories are readily available (Brewis 2011: 42).  
 
This “thrifty phenotype” hypothesis (Brewis 2011:41) employs the biological theory of 
epigenetics, while taking into account conditions of structural violence that may occur 
during the individual’s lifetime. Stress on the mother during pregnancy causes the fetus’ 
body to adapt to caloric scarcity, which places them at risk for rapid weight gain when 
cheap, calorie-dense food is the most easily accessible during their lifetime. Researchers 
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have applied this hypothesis to Indigenous communities as well, arguing that malnutrition 
experienced by mothers during pregnancy in AI/AN populations could explain the high 
risk of their children developing type II diabetes at some point during their lives 
(Benyshek 2001).  
By utilizing a political ecology perspective, anthropologists argue against the 
biologically reductive explanations found in Eaton et al.’s “Stone Agers in the Fast Lane” 
(1988). Instead, the “thrifty phenotype” hypothesis incorporates environmental stressors 
and inequalities into explanations of individual physiologies. In their analysis of 
“nutrition trauma” in rural Mexico, Korn and Rudolph argue that the consequences of 
“modernization” included loss of autonomy, changes in methods of subsistence, and a 
breakdown of community structure (Ferreira and Lang, 2006). For Indigenous Peoples 
worldwide, modernization means subjection to structural inequalities, not necessarily the 
leisure and ease of caloric access that typifies Eaton’s “stone agers”.  
Critical Phenomenology 
Critical medical anthropology and biocultural anthropology—wedded by political 
ecology14—create a framework that studies how external stressors act on the bodies of 
Indigenous peoples. Yet often missing from these analyses are the narratives of 
Indigenous people themselves: how are they conceptualizing the ways that their lived 
experiences, and their cultural histories, impact their well-being? When writing about 
trauma and marginalization, researchers risk tipping the precarious balance from 
                                               
14 Some scholars also refer to this as the New Biocultural Synthesis. Leatherman and Goodman’s 
(1993) meditation on the commonalities within medical ecology and CMA is an example of this.  
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recognizing the victimization of Indigenous Peoples, to perpetuating it inadvertently. For 
instance, Ferreira and Lang write that their analysis rests upon “centuries of traumatic 
lived experience by generations of Indigenous Peoples who—in many instances—were 
and still are dramatically disenfranchised” (2006:5). When writing about trauma across 
generations, it is important to ensure that subjects are not painted as passive actors, 
helpless to fight back against the trauma inflicted upon them. Employing Indigenous 
voices as a grounding for one’s research is a good way to recognize agency in the face of 
trauma: this can be accomplished through a phenomenological approach.  
Phenomenology is the study of how individuals experience the world. According 
to Michelle Rosaldo (1984), “thought is always culturally patterned and infused with 
feelings, which themselves reflect a culturally-ordered past” (137). In other words, 
culture, knowledge, and emotion all reflect and inform each other, and so someone’s 
illness experience cannot be fully understood in isolation of their lived experience. 
Kleinman (1978) also writes that individual illness interpretations are bound up in 
history, self-identity, and culture. For instance, in Hallowell’s (1955) study of the Ojibwa 
self, it is evident that one cannot understand Anishinaabe conceptions of illness and well-
being without understanding how the individual’s body-self relates to the rest of their 
behavioral environment.  
However, just as illness narratives are inseparable from cultural worldview, 
individual experience cannot be understood outside socio-historical context. The critical 
phenomenology framework emphasizes individual experience while taking structural 
factors into account. Garcia’s (2009) case study of the “elegiac addict” is a beautiful 
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example of a critical phenomenological approach that includes political/historical 
contexts of loss, marginalization, and trauma. Likewise, Willen (2007) employs a critical-
phenomenological account of transnational migrant workers in Israel, discussing how 
factors such as limited access to healthcare and relative isolation from their communities 
impact their experience.  Critical phenomenology considers the ways both the 
superstructure and lived experience manifest on the individual body: “In this way, bodies 
can be seen simultaneously as cultural artifacts, political entities, and representations of 
lived experiences” (Walters et al, 2011:172).  
 
A “Simultaneous” Body 
Throughout this thesis, I refer to the convergence of these different dimensions as 
“the body multiple,” and suggest that it constitutes the core of a critical phenomenology 
approach. The body multiple is first elucidated in Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s (1987) 
collaborative work on the three levels of bodily analysis: the individual-physical, the 
social, and the body-politic. The individual-physical body is one’s own proprioceptive 
self. The social body is a symbol, “the expression of the body as a representation of 
society” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987:19). The body-politic is the body which society 
(or the State, in Foucauldian terms) acts upon (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987:24). As 
an example, consider the themes of bodily ownership and displacement in Desjarlais’ 
(2010) study with Boston’s homeless mentally ill. One of his participants stated “when 
you’re homeless, you end up with just your body because you don’t own anything else” 
(165). From the body-politic perspective, the “shelter body” has become a ward of the 
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state, tightly controlled because of the way society treats mental illness. As a social body, 
the “homeless body” is a metaphor for the moral failings of society, mental illness, or 
displacement. Yet as an individual body-self, the participants’ bodies belong to them and 
no one else, it is their own constant “place.” Therefore, while this body can be analyzed 
from three levels, its meanings change depending on who is controlling the analysis. 
These themes of homelessness and displacement within the body multiple appear among 
the narratives of Boston’s urban Natives, and will be explored in subsequent chapters. 
A critical phenomenology of the body is important to take into account when 
working with Native American populations. Much like Csordas’ (1999) assertion that 
ritual healing and identity politics interact on three levels in contemporary Navajo 
society, understandings of Native American health disparities function on a 
phenomenological, political, and academic level. For instance, the diabetic Native 
American body can be looked at as a displaced social body. To some bio-cultural 
Western scientists, it exemplifies a body displaced from history, an evolutionary relic that 
cannot keep up with modern lifestyles (Eaton et al, 1988). Yet from the Native 
perspective, it is a manifestation of collective trauma and separation from land and 
tradition (Walters et al, 2011). When studying bodies, and the experiences of self and 
body, it is vital to engage multiple perspectives, and to keep in mind the historical and 
political context of both the body and the analysis one employs. 
The Complexities of Bodies and Places 
 Engaging both a critical phenomenology and political ecology approach in my 
research, I examine how urban Natives conceptualize their own bodily well-being within 
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constructed spaces, which are situated within particular historical-political contexts. 
Bodily relationship to place is a source of strength and healing, as well as historical 
trauma, for Native Americans (Walters et al, 2011). Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987) 
touched upon the importance of nature and place to the “non-Western worldview” in their 
explanation of the body multiple (11-13), but they only spoke of the relations of non-
Western body-selves situated within their original cultural spaces. In other words, I 
wonder how the authors would have answered the question of how the Gahuku-gama, for 
example, “experience themselves” (1987:15) when not in contact with their community 
but in a physically and culturally isolating environment? Desjarlais (2010) writes that, 
“when the context changes, so do the features of one’s life” (171). When working with 
displaced communities, one needs to take into account the interaction between the levels 
of bodily analysis: how do relations of individual bodies change when uprooted by the 
body politic, and how does this re-work the social body? 
 The way Native Americans, and anthropologists, regard bodies are inextricably 
tied to place and context. Yet, like the ubiquitous “body”, place is also a concept that can 
be examined through multiple frameworks. In Sense of Place, Health, and Quality of Life 
(2008), the authors examine three characteristics of place that affect health: physical, 
psychological, and social (social being the “interactions between inhabitants and their 
institutions” [Eyles and Williams 2008:4]). From a critical standpoint, it is possible that 
Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s (1987) three discourses on the body interact in complex 
ways with these three layers of place in the discourse on urban Native health. For urban 
Natives, the problematic term “identity” (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000) inherently 
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interacts with place: Native Americans are labeled as “urban” by their reservation 
counterparts and non-Natives alike, causing stress and isolation. In this way, “place” 
becomes inscribed on the body physically, as well as socially and psychologically.  By 
employing a perspective that does not just examine “the body” or “the place”, but taking 
care to examine each level of meaning employed, I hope to elucidate the complex ways 
that Boston’s Native American residents produce, and are affected by, “sense of place.”  
 
CHAPTER 2: METHODS 
 
 October 16, 2014: I sit in an overly air conditioned office—at a level much too 
high for the season, anyway—of the Native American LifeLines’ (NAL) Boston branch.  
The room is sparsely decorated in the manner typical of an IHS community health center: 
a water cooler in the corner, white plastic tables with folding chairs, and bland, off-white 
walls with CDC-issued posters spouting Native-oriented slogans such as “Keep the Circle 
Strong: Get the Flu Vaccine” and “Know Your Status: Honor Our Ancestors, Protect Our 
People, Take the Test!” The vague antiseptic smell that permeated the building—the one 
found in facilities trying too hard to appear clean, but which always end up giving one the 
distinct impression otherwise—mixes with the faint aroma of burnt cedar and sage, left 
over from culture class the previous week. The only thing that distinguishes this room 
from all the others in this small West Roxbury office is a shelf of Native-themed crafts in 
various stages of completion. Due to both a lack of space and funding, this room plays 
the dual role of conference room in the afternoon and culture group classroom in the 
evening. At this moment I attend the former, sitting quietly in the corner with my 
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notebook out and trying hard to be the model intern. This is the first conference call with 
NAL Baltimore that I am invited to attend, and I do not want to do anything that would 
make my supervisors regret that decision.  
 The next hour is filled with discussion about Indian Health Service policies, 
funding for future programming, and updating the LifeLines IT system. I diligently take 
notes, feeling confident about my presence, until I hear my supervisor say into the 
speakerphone, “how are things going with your intern?” Unaware that Baltimore also had 
an intern, I silently lean forward in my seat, interested to hear what my mid-Atlantic 
counterpart is working on.  
 The voice at the other end of the line remains silent for a long time.15 “Well....” 
she begins, “I know he’s just a student, and he’s white, so he has a lot to learn about our 
community...but his research was very...stereotypical. The report he did made a lot of 
assumptions, it was talking about a Native American ‘alcohol gene’ based on a paper 
written by some white guy...but again he didn’t know.” Among the collective groans 
from staff members in the room, I tense up. The conversation made me very aware of the 
tentative line I walk as an intern and student researcher, especially a white anthropology 
student. I was confident that I had enough cultural awareness from my past experiences 
to not present harmful or outdated research on genetic determinism. However, hearing the 
way that the Baltimore office talked about their intern, unaware that a white student was 
listening on the other end of the line, reminds me that if I do not involve the community 
                                               
15 The following quote is paraphrased from a field notes excerpt, October 16, 2014. It tries to 
capture the tone and inflection of the speaker as accurately as possible, but without a recording a 
word-for-word quote is not guaranteed.  
 58 
in every step of my research, I risk making the same missteps. With a renewed sense of 
academic and community pressure, I vow to design a research project that was not, in any 
form, “stereotypical.” 
 
Original Research Plan 
My research aimed to address the community-identified health needs of the 
American Indian/ Alaska Native (AI/AN) population of the greater Boston area. 
Specifically, I wanted to use an intergenerational perspective to examine the roles that 
community formation in the city, sense of place, and social support play in the health-
seeking behavior and management of chronic conditions (such as diabetes type II) among 
AI/ANs in the Boston area. I wanted to understand how sense of place was formed, re-
formed, or lacking for urban Natives in the Boston area, and the implications that this had 
for wellness.  
Fundamentally, I designed my project to be a work of community-based 
participatory research (CBPR). According to Cochran et al. (2008), “the way researchers 
acquire knowledge in indigenous communities may be as critical for eliminating health 
disparities as the actual knowledge that is gained about a particular health problem" (pg. 
22). There have been many examples—some relatively recent—of Western researchers 
extracting data from indigenous participants for the benefit of “science” while giving 
nothing back to the community. A current example is Arizona State University’s misuse 
of Havasupai DNA samples, where blood originally taken for diabetes research was used 
for genomic studies without participants’ consent (Reardon and Tallbear, 2012). 
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According to Reardon and Tallbear, this case was more than just an issue of informed 
consent: “The deeper structural problem is the relations between whiteness and property 
this case enacts—specifically, the way in which Native peoples once again become 
folded into the longstanding goals of ‘Europeans’ to transform nature into useful 
products” (Reardon and Tallbear 2012:238). Indigenous peoples across the globe have 
been exploited for the “benefit” of Western research, while dramatic health disparities 
persist in reservations and urban areas alike. Therefore, to make my research interesting, 
relevant, and hopefully beneficial to the community at NAL, I needed to involve the 
community at every step through a process of community-based participatory research. 
Rather than using my internship at NAL as a platform to research a specific disease or 
health condition (which may inadvertently stereotype and marginalize the community 
further), incorporating CBPR into my research design would help me identify health 
issues which the community themselves deem significant and worthy of further 
investigation or intervention. 
I aimed to collaborate with the community at Native American LifeLines of 
Boston throughout the summer to develop a research project that would identify major 
community-identified health care needs and barriers to wellness. I planned to conduct 
focus groups and one-on-one interviews with the clients of Native American LifeLines 
across various generations, centered on the themes of social support, access to care, 
experiences living in the city, and constructions of place in Boston. In keeping with 
CBPR methodology, I planned to conduct qualitative data analysis throughout the 
project, employing a modified grounded thematic analysis. Another goal of my fieldwork 
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was to generate a community participatory mapping project, a visual expression of 
existing social networks within Boston and the health resources currently utilized by 
AI/ANs. I wanted to use community Photo-voice (Wang et al., 1996; Pies et al., 2008) to 
illustrate members’ understandings of the “health resources” for AI/ANs in Boston, to 
increase awareness and understanding of the community-identified spaces and places that 
help Boston AI/ANs feel healthy. Finally, I planned on including a quantitative analysis 
of internal, IRB-approved community health needs assessment (CHNA) survey data 
collected by Native American LifeLines of Boston (ruled exempt by the Indian Health 
Service IRB). I hoped to use this mixed-methods combination of data to identify issues 
related to community support, the prevalence of chronic conditions, and access to care. 
Due to my year-long interaction with the clients and staff of Native American 
LifeLines, and the CBPR nature of my project, I planned to use a purposive and 
convenience sampling method. Participants were to be recruited through flyers 
distributed to members at Native American LifeLines by staff and volunteers, and 
through an interview interest form attached as a separate, optional page on the existing 
Native American LifeLines community health needs assessment survey. Native American 
LifeLines staff members who received completed surveys were to separate the 
confidential interview interest forms from the anonymous surveys, and give each set of 
forms to me separately. Then, I would follow up on the interest forms via phone or email, 
depending on participant preference.  
Participants interested in photo-voice would be asked to take photos with their 
personal smartphones and email or text the photos to me, as well as bringing them to 
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photo-voice meetings. Per my IRB, I planned to delete any photos that showed the 
participant or other individuals, retaining only those that showed places or things rather 
than people. In the subsequent meetings, photo-voice participants would be asked to 
describe the meaning of each photo, including what it represents to them, why they chose 
to take it, and what it shows. After several meetings, participants were to begin the 
process of collectively selecting photographs to include in the group-generated 
community health map of Boston. 
Due to the intergenerational nature of my project, I hoped to conduct focus groups 
with both adult and youth clients, in addition to in-depth interviews. To reach community 
saturation, I hoped to have a total of 10 individuals involved in the focus groups, as well 
as interview 10 individuals. In order to hear the perspectives and experiences of 
individuals with a diversity of tribal, gender, generational, and residency (e.g. life-long or 
new resident of Boston) backgrounds, I felt that I needed to interview at least 10 
individuals. To obtain a diversity of perspectives for the community-based health map of 
Boston, my goal was to recruit at least 10 individuals for the photo-voice cohort: these 
individuals could be recruited either from, or independently of, the interview cohort.  
 Throughout the summer, I also planned to continue my role as an intern at NAL, 
visiting twice a week and continuing constant, reflexive conversation with the staff on the 
progress of both my research and the surveys, in keeping with CBPR methodology. I also 
planned to help maintain and conduct participant observation in the NAL Community 
Garden, in order to see how the Native community gathered socially and utilized urban 
space, while contributing to the NAL community in a meaningful way. I also planned to 
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conduct participant observation at all major community events, in order to increase 
community contact and gain a greater understanding of urban Native social networks in 
Boston.  
 
Review of Outcomes 
I completed almost all of the objectives from my original research plan. My initial 
goal was to interview 10 participants; however, I exceeded my goal by interviewing 13 
participants. In keeping with CBPR methodology, I also conducted a focus group with 
the staff of NAL to inform the emerging CHNA data and identify health issues of 
community concern. I expected the interview to be mostly about their experiences 
addressing common healthcare needs of the organization’s clients; they turned the focus 
of the conversation to talking about their own experiences of stress and discrimination 
living in the city. Thus, this hour-long focus group was able to inform the surveys from a 
more personal stance than I had originally expected. It also gave me good material for 
generating questions about struggles with identity for subsequent interviews.  
I had originally planned on conducting a focus group with the clients of NAL as 
well; time of year and institutional constraints prevented me from doing so. As I found 
out, many of the clients travel back home to the reservations where they grew up over the 
summer, meaning that culture class attendance was low and getting a comprehensive 
group together would have been difficult. However, this turned out to be useful data for 
my project, as it demonstrates travel patterns and connections to “home” among Boston’s 
urban Native population. Additionally, there were transportation constraints: the NAL 
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van was in need of repairs for most of the summer, so it was difficult to transport clients 
to West Roxbury unless it was for major events. I did not want to put an additional 
burden on the organization by scheduling a separate event that would require lots of 
transportation coordination. 
Since I would characterize this project as “place-based research,” I decided to 
include photo-voice in my methodology. As a community-based participatory research 
project, I wanted to use participant photos, rather than my own, to illustrate community 
members' perceptions of spaces and places they go in the city to feel healthy. I decided to 
recruit for the photo-voice portion of the project independently of interview recruitment, 
allowing individuals who may not want to be interviewed, or may not have time, the 
chance to participate. However, everyone who sent photos also wanted to be interviewed. 
Recruitment for the photo-voice portion of the project was slow, and responses were 
limited. However, the individuals who did respond were very enthusiastic, including long 
descriptions of why they chose to send me that particular photo. After I received each 
photo (via text or email), I saved it to a secure folder on my laptop. Originally, I wanted 
to have a photo-voice follow-up meeting, where individuals who sent in photos would 
meet and collaborate on which photos to include in a community-generated health map 
(which is intended to be a resource for NAL). However, there are so few photos, and the 
locations are so different, that all can be included in the map without overlap. Rather than 
having a map creation meeting, individuals had a meeting after the map was already 
completed to talk about why the places mentioned are important to them.  
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At the start of the summer, I wanted to focus my recruitment at Native American 
LifeLines. However, early on I realized that if I did this, I would only have a sample of 
people who were already connected to and involved with Boston’s Native community. 
Therefore, I made the decision to also recruit and hopefully interview individuals who 
may have never visited NAL. I did this by collaborating with Dr. Woods, director for the 
Institute for New England Native American Studies at the University of Massachusetts, 
Boston. Working with him, I received various contacts at UMass Boston. I also 
conducted some of my interviews off-site, for the convenience of the participants. For 
instance, one elderly participant wanted to be involved, yet could not get transportation to 
NAL. So, I went to her building in South Boston to conduct the interview. This turned 
out to be very informative; she was able to take me through her kitchen and show me 
different foods she likes to prepare to “prevent diabetes”, and she shared old photographs 
of when she first came to Boston in the 1960s. Walking through her apartment building 
also gave me better context for the structural violence and fear that she says she faces 
daily in her neighborhood.  
Finally, I was planning on interviewing two youth who regularly attend culture 
class with their family, but it was very difficult to coordinate schedules over the summer, 
especially since the parent wanted to be present. To make it easier for the participants, I 
made a document with all of the questions listed, with spaces to write underneath each 
one, so that the kids could fill it out and send it back to me. Since IRB required that I use 
a written parental consent form for the youth anyway, and I had already talked to both 
them and their parents about the study, this would not be an issue with my IRB protocol. 
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Although it was not the same as an in-person interview, this worked best for everyone 
given the situation. 
Summary of Results   
Overall 17 individuals participated in interviews and focus groups.16 A total of 13 
individuals were interviewed for this research, and 4 individuals participated in the focus 
group. One of the interviews was a combined session where I interviewed two siblings, 
and one individual was interviewed twice due to scheduling: once at the beginning of the 
summer and once at the end. The youth completed a take-home questionnaire with their 
mother and sent it to me over email. In sum, I sat for 12 interview sessions, received one 
questionnaire, and conducted one focus group. The age range of interviews was large: 10-
80, covering the intergenerational perspective I had hoped for. Nine of the interview 
participants were female and four were male; all members of the NAL staff focus group 
were female. A variety of tribes from across the country were represented in this 
research, and participants had lived in the Boston for varying lengths of time: some had 
just moved to the city, some had lived there for over a decade, and others were born and 
raised in the Boston areas. Interview lengths ranged from 15 minutes to one hour, with 
the average length of time being 45 minutes. Interviews were conducted on-site at NAL 
(n=5), UMass Boston (n=5), the North American Indian Center of Boston (NAICOB) 
(n=1), and in a low-income Boston neighborhood (n=1). I received 7 photos for the 
community health map, in response to the question “What does health mean to you/where 
                                               
16 28 individuals completed and returned the CHNA survey. For a complete analysis of survey 
demographics, please see attached CHNA report (Appendix 1).  
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do you go to feel healthy?” Individuals sent me the photos via text (n=3), email (n=2), or 
asked me to take a photo of the place in person (n=2). Photo locations included the 
Arboretum, Castle Island, Wollaston Beach, the NAL Community Garden, Boston 
Harbor, and the Weetamoo Woods in Rhode Island. Each photo included a short caption 
of why they chose that particular place to photograph.  
I visited my primary field site (Native American LifeLines) twice a week, on 
Tuesdays and Thursdays. While there I recruited (via phone and email), for interviews, 
photos, and CHNA surveys, analyzed survey data, and conducted participant observation 
during staff conference calls, weekly culture class, and various health education events—
such as a youth smoking cessation talk and a diabetes prevention walk. I also helped in 
the planning, implementation, and management of the Native American LifeLines 
Community Garden. I visited the garden with LifeLines staff approximately every other 
Friday and helped maintain and harvest the plot. After each field visit I would write an 
expanded ethnographic account of the day’s events, to flesh out the quick notes I had 
taken throughout the day. I conducted my interviews primarily at NAL and UMass 
Boston based on my recruitment pool, however I also traveled to the North American 
Indian Center of Boston (NAICOB) and a South Boston neighborhood for interviews. I 
also made an effort to visit the various places in Boston that participants mentioned in 
their interviews. These locations included: Castle Island, the Arnold Arboretum, Boston 
Harbor, and the Emerald Necklace. During each visit I photographed the location and 
reflected on how I felt in that place in an attempt to better understand why each 
participant picked that particular place to talk about. 
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Qualitative Data Analysis17 
In the week that followed each interview, I made sure to have a full transcript of 
the conversation completed in case a participant requested a copy. I used a naturalized 
transcription style in combination with modified Jeffersonian symbology. I decided to use 
naturalized transcription methods to adequately capture the unique geo-ethnic speech 
patterns of the participants (Oliver et al, 2005). From participant observation at various 
field sites, I have noticed that there is a unique reservation, or “rez,” accent common 
across Indian Country, regardless of geographic region. Yet in the Boston area, there is 
the interesting phenomenon of the “rez” accent combining with other regional speech 
patterns, such as a South Boston accent, a Carolina accent, or a Canadian accent. By 
using a naturalized transcription style, I am able to keep track of how the two accents 
interact: when does the “rez” accent come out more, and in what contexts? Does talking 
about a specific topic cause a certain accent to dominate another? I borrowed symbols 
from the Jeffersonian transcription method in order to help track accent changes. For 
instance, I used a colon after a letter to indicate that the speaker had drawn out that 
particular syllable (e.g. typing “lo:ng” instead of “looong”), a common speech pattern in 
the “rez” accent. It is important to track accent changes, because urban Indian centers 
such as NAL are unique locations where cultural and regional accents collide. As accent 
is tied closely with identity for my participants, keeping close track of how accents shift 
                                               
17 For a complete review of the quantitative data analysis process of the CHNA surveys, please 
see attached CHNA report (Appendix 1).  
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and change could be an important indicator of how urban Indian identities are performed, 
affirmed, or challenged.  
By mid-July I developed a comprehensive codebook that I used to analyze each 
transcribed interview, modifying the codebook as I went along using a modified 
grounded theory methodology to draw out major themes. Similar to CBPR methodology, 
I feel that modified grounded theory is the best approach for conducting research with 
marginalized populations. In this approach, the researcher may have certain themes they 
want to pursue, but the data forms the foundation of their theory; the analysis of the data 
is used to generate the eventual themes and concepts of the research (Charmaz, 2006). 
This helps ensure that the theoretical stance of the eventual codebook is relevant to the 
data and is applicable to the specific context that the researcher is working in. As I 
learned listening in on that conference call, picking a theory first, as the other intern did, 
can lead the researcher to make assumptions about their participants, or overlook a 
potential avenue of investigation.  
When working with marginalized populations, it is not appropriate to enter the 
field with a set of preconceived ideas about the population, or “knowing what it best” for 
their interests. For example, the biocultural approach is how many researchers have 
studied the high rates of diabetes among Native American populations. However, their 
insistence on testing the “thrifty gene” hypothesis has been met with resistance by many 
in the Native community, who feel that this approach is blaming Native bodies for the 
condition (Ferreira and Lang, 2006). Many researchers also criticize this hypothesis, 
arguing that it ignores the structural factors contributing to disproportionate rates of 
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diabetes in Indigenous communities. Yet, going in with a solely critical medical 
anthropology approach may cause researchers to deemphasize the stressful, physiological 
symptoms of diabetes that influence participants’ health-seeking behaviors. By engaging 
in CBPR and employing modified grounded theory in the process of data analysis, the 
researcher can enter the field without assumptions, and ensuring that they will eventually 
assign (or form) a theory that adequately applies to the population they are working with.  
I hand-coded each interview in the order that the interviews were conducted, as 
my interview questions (and thus my interviews, and subsequently my codebook), 
became richer and more detailed as the summer progressed.  By printing the transcripts 
and coding them line-by-line, I felt that I was able to engage more closely with the data 
than if I was using coding software. All of the major coding categories in my codebook 
are color-coordinated, so I used highlighters to mark the coded passages on the page. 
Therefore, I initially did a content analysis, hand-coding for general themes in keeping 
with modified grounded theory. I then used the track changes feature on Microsoft Word 
to conduct a discourse analysis. I decided to use a discourse analysis because it serves as 
a “rich illustration for your codes” (Class Lecture, July 22, 2015). For instance, through a 
content analysis I identified when participants talked about home, stress, and identity; 
overlaying this with a discourse analysis allowed me to analyze how participants talked 
about these themes: what does “home” refer to? When do they use “Native” and when do 
they use “Indian”? Is stress talked about in a physical or social context? Using these two 
forms of analysis reflects the critical-phenomenological theoretical aspect of my initial 
research questions (hence why my methods are modified grounded theory). A content 
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analysis allows me to identify the critical, structural themes from the participant narrative 
(Harding, 2013), yet a discourse analysis draws out how the participants are 
conceptualizing these experiences.  
Each time I received a photo, I would annotate it and code any captions that 
participants may have sent along with the photos, using the codebook I had developed. I 
archived the photos in a separate folder on my laptop from my own pictures of the garden 
and other locations. These photos were then placed over a neighborhood map of Boston, 
with relevant community organizations such as NAL, NAICOB, and UMass Boston 
marked on the map. This task was accomplished using ArcGIS software.  
I also conducted a content analysis of the NAL, NAICOB, and the Massachusetts 
Center for Native American Awareness (MCNAA) Facebook pages, which are three 
organizations utilized by participants according to survey and interview data. Using 
content analysis methods discussed in Bernard (2006), I looked at how each organization 
represents itself to potential clients and the general public, including how it advertises 
events and services, representations of belonging (and who belongs), and notions of being 
in place/out of place from photos, flyers, and announcements posted on the pages. In 
order to discover how Boston-area Natives “make place” in the city, it is important to 
understand how these various organizations represent themselves as community nodes, 
and whether they incorporate an inclusive “pan-Indian” or regionally specific identity. In 
short, a content analysis can help us understand what role social media plays in 
influencing what it means to be an “urban Indian” in Boston.  
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Finally, I also read a different section of my initial annotated bibliography each 
week. I had organized each section by theme, and used my notes each week to see how 
the themes from the literature correlated, or did not, with the emerging qualitative 
interview data. Throughout the summer I also conducted new literature searches through 
AnthroSource, PubMed, and Google Scholar, using keywords such as “sense of place 
AND health”, and “urban Native AND health.” I annotated the relevant literature and 
added it to my bibliography using EndNote software.   
 
Emerging themes 
From the data generated through the CBPR methods described, there emerged a 
“place-stress-identity” triad affecting Native health. An initial theme from the survey data 
was the high number of respondents indicating “stress” as a major health concern. I also 
saw this theme emerge in the focus groups and interviews: many of the conversations 
were about stressors that Native Americans who live in urban areas—especially those on 
the East Coast—face. Lack of a sense of place in the city, or that place being a traditional 
homeland that is either across the country or “paved over” seemed to be a large 
contributor to this stress. Traditional outlets for stress, such as taking long walks outside, 
visiting sacred spaces, or spending time with family, are more difficult in urban areas 
where individuals may be living away from their cultural homeland, or unable to access 
“natural spaces” within the city. This stress, and lack of coping factors, has the potential 
to generate additional physiological consequences, as will be discussed in the next 
chapter.  
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The qualitative data revealed that urban Natives face stress daily as they struggle 
with external perceptions of their identity. Participants noted that they always need to 
defend their identity to the general public in the Northeast who believes that Native 
Americans “don’t exist”, and to Indians on reservations “back home” who don’t see them 
as “Indian enough.” In the city, especially in the Northeast, there appears to be a constant 
pressure to “prove” your identity, and this is a very stressful and isolating phenomenon 
for participants. There seems to be a burden of proof for AI/AN identity in two respects: 
blood quantum and “official” IHS status, but also being active in the Indian community. 
It seems that in this sense, identity is tied to place because it is based on where you go—
i.e. do you go to powwows? Which ones? Do you go to NAICOB? Do you show up to 
culture class? This “unofficial” form of identity formation is not explicitly talked about 
but implied, and will be explored in-depth in future chapters.   
Qualitative data reveals that place contributes to this triad as both a physical and 
social phenomenon. For instance, talking about diabetes exemplifies the dual nature of 
place. When talking about diabetes in relation to heritage and food, place is at once 
physical and social: participants talk about a lack of availability of healthy food, and their 
stress about avoiding diabetes because it is a common problem they see among other 
urban Natives. There are also themes surrounding environmental health in my 
interviews—participants talked about housing conditions, lack of spaces to relax 
outdoors, stuffy working conditions, and Boston weather. It connects well with the 
literature on impacts of place physically and socially; structural-social barriers may limit 
access to physical spaces integral to the well-being of Boston-area Natives. Each 
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component of this triad, as well as the impacts of place, will be explained in-depth in 
subsequent chapters. 
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CHAPTER 3: PLACE AND DIS-PLACE, EXPLORING BOSTON’S PHYSICAL 
AND SOCIAL LANDSCAPE 
 
My soul is in the mountains 
My heart is in the land 
But I’m lost here in the city 
There’s so much I don’t understand 
And this quiet desperation–coming over me 
Coming over me.  
 
I gotta leave; I can’t stay another day 
There’s an emptiness inside of me 
I can’t bear the loneliness out here 
There’s another place I gotta be– 
Another place I gotta be.  
 –Floyd Red Crow Westerman and Jimmy Curtiss, “Quiet Desperation” 
 
 There is nothing more beautiful than a New England autumn, with its fiery 
foliage, crisp air, and golden, sepia-toned sunsets. The landscape takes on an unreal 
quality—as if someone was unrolling a Norman Rockwell painting over the horizon. 
Although Boston is referred to by locals as the “hub” of New England,18 autumn in the 
city has its own unique qualities. While the leaves inevitably change, they do so 
reluctantly, and more subtly than their rural counterparts. The cooling air still contains 
the promise of warm apples, cinnamon, and decomposing leaves, but it mixes with 
exhaust from congested highways and public transportation systems. For well-to-do 
families, a Boston autumn means strolls along the Charles River and warm cider. For 
                                               
18 This phrase was coined by Oliver Wendell Holmes in an 1858 article for the Atlantic Monthly, 
in which he wrote: “[The] Boston State-House is the hub of the solar system. You couldn't pry 
that out of a Boston man, if you had the tire of all creation straightened out for a crowbar”; 
implying that Boston is an intellectual and commercial center 
(http://www.celebrateboston.com/culture/the-hub-origin.htm).  
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families worried about how they will pay to fill their oil tanks, autumn is a reminder that 
Boston will only become colder, darker, and harsher in the months to come. Autumn in 
Boston is a celebration, but it is also a final defiant festival before the icy fingers of 
winter choke the skyline. 
 It is during the peak of this turbulent and contradictory season that I begin 
attending culture class at Native American LifeLines, a weekly evening event that brings 
together the disparate members of Boston’s Native community. Sheltered from the 
darkening sky and cooling air, clients gossip, eat, work on various beading and 
woodcarving crafts, smudge, drum, and sing. It is, according to Native American 
LifeLines (NAL) staff, “a safe space to practice culture” while living in the city (NAL, 
personal communication). Culture class meets in the tiny, beige colored office that 
doubles as a conference room; this is the same place where the staff make weekly calls to 
the Baltimore NAL branch with which they coordinate their work. It appears to be a 
fitting space during the day when its only occupants are office staff, but in the evenings it 
transforms into a closet-sized room that always feels as if it contains three too many 
people—no matter how much the crowd may ebb and flow during the course of the night. 
Men and women sit in folding chairs, laughing, simultaneously concentrating on children, 
their crafts, and their dinner. Children crawl under the table and over different adults’ 
laps, telling anyone who will listen what they learned how to make that day. The culture 
class instructor bustles through the room answering questions, whilst on her never-ending 
quest for the pencil inevitably tucked behind her ear, or in her back pocket. The 
antiseptic-tinged scent from the afternoon cleaning is replaced by the purifying aroma of 
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burnt sage, cedar and sweet grass. Native American drum music—courtesy of 
powwows.com—plays from the laptop in the corner, adding a heartbeat to the cacophony 
of humanity crowded in the small, rented West Roxbury building.  
Amidst this commotion I stand in the corner, striving to remain out of the way yet 
appear helpful, in case I am needed. Perhaps noticing that I am the only person not 
engaged in the bustling activity, one of the women, Violette,19 leans over and asks me, 
“so what are you planning on doing this weekend?” She is an elder, over sixty, and 
speaks with a thick Micmac accent. “Oh! I’m going home for the weekend” I reply 
automatically. I was leaving in the morning, and already thinking about packing and the 
quickest way to get to Boston South Station.  
The woman smiles at me, “oh good! That way you won’t get sick of Boston”. She 
laughs, “I’ve lived in Boston too long, I want to go home.”  
I nod with what I hope is a sympathetic look. “How long have you lived in 
Boston?” 
“Oh, I first went in 1972,” she replies, her fingers braiding the hair of her corn 
husk doll, “I first went in 1972 because my mom went, but then I stayed for good in ’74 
when I got married, but my family all went back home to Novia Scotia, Halifax. 
Sometimes, my brother comes and gives us a ride up for free...and every summer my 
daughter packs up a suitcase and waits for him to take us. Every year.” 
                                               
19 All names have been changed. 
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Having overheard our conversation, a young man, Paul, chimes in from across the 
table: “Yeah, I’m moving back to Phoenix soon.” Violette nods, as if she knows the 
answer to my next question, “why?” 
“I was actually planning to stay in Boston a lot longer when I came out here three 
years ago for school,” he looks at me over the rim of his thick-framed glasses. “But when 
it came down to it, I missed my family too much and I’d rather be close to them. It’s hard 
to make connections,” he gestured around the room, “I mean I have all you guys, and 
friends here, but after three years, I haven’t made any connections as deep as connections 
to family.” He sighs and continued his beadwork, while Violette gives him a look of 
compassion. By the end of the season, he had moved back home.  
 
Boston and the Paradox of Place 
 Violette and Paul’s stories are not anomalies: many Native Americans living in 
Boston experience similar isolation, separation, and yearning for home. Maria, an NAL 
staff member, shared the following story: 
Awhile back ago I was [on the bus] wearing the Native LifeLines shirt...[and this 
guy] he had his uh bag on his seat and he’s just like ‘what tribe are you from?’ 
and I thought I misheard him I was like, ‘Really?’ I was like ‘oh ok, let me tell 
you!’ He moved his bag and he let me sit down next to him a:nd20 just started 
talking about like, how he loved it out here from the beginning, a:and then things 
went downhill. He noticed he was really isolated from his Native home, he’s 
somewhere from down Arizona, but um, no health insurance, and he’s just 
lost...and his tribe actually um, paid for his trip back home. So, I mean your tribe 
paying you to come back home is a really nice thing...and when you do see those 
Native kids [in Boston], and you see them with their um, the boys with their 
braids and whatnot, you just—honestly you just want to go out and run up to them 
                                               
20 Using punctuation to reflect regional accent: the colon indicates that the previous sound is 
drawn out. In this case a:nd is pronounced with a long “A” sound. 
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and be like ‘where are you from?? Take me home!’ and then you know ‘have your 
mom cook me, like y’know some corn soup or something, whichever’. You just 
really wanna go up there and—run up to ‘em, especially if you came from an 
Indian community. Like [at home] if you go to Wal-Mart, you’ll see like, 3 
different tribal tags, you’ll, y’know, your Fox, your Creek, your Pawnee, your 
Wazagi nation, y’know just all of it. And then you just go in the store and you’re 
just, you’re just you. (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
Maria’s story shares many similarities with the interaction I observed between Paul and 
Violette. In the excerpt above, telling the group about the man returning home leads 
Maria to reflect on her own experiences living in the city, and her own yearning for her 
home and family. In the same way, Violette’s statement that she is “sick of Boston” leads 
Paul to talk about how he also wants to return home. These narratives indicate that, when 
“out of place,” Native Americans living in Boston are thinking about “home”, wherever it 
may be. This is a similar phenomenon as the one experienced by participants in 
Hondagneu-Sotela’s and Avila’s (1997) study of Latina transnational motherhood, who 
told the authors “I am here, but I am there.” When separated from home, culture, and 
family, two places are experienced simultaneously. There is the present experience of the 
place that the individual inhabits physically, and the mental experience of home. While 
living in the city, participants muse about the events that may be taking in their 
homelands, situating themselves within their far-off family activities.  
 The two stories are also striking in that the participants had an initially positive 
experience coming to Boston, and their sense of displacement became worse over time. 
As Paul notes above, “I was actually planning on staying in Boston a lot longer when I 
[initially] came out here.” Likewise, the man from Arizona “loved it out here in the 
beginning, and then things went downhill.” Even Violette spoke of becoming sick of 
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Boston, and needing to “return home”. From these initial examples it appears that, while 
living in Boston, urban sense of place worsens over time while a positive sense of home-
as-place increases.  
Place-making at Native American LifeLines  
 What is the reason for the deterioration of sense of place in Boston? On the 
surface this is perplexing, as one of the missions of Native American LifeLines is to 
create a place specifically designed to foster feelings of cultural belonging. Culture class 
is not just a time to learn about Native arts and music; the staff specifies that it is a safe 
space for one to practice their culture. Participants have stated, “talking about culture is 
good medicine!” (Field notes, April 2, 2015), and regularly emphasize the social support 
the Native American LifeLines provides. For instance, at an NAL talking circle, one 
woman said: 
Healing is natural and simple...Even talking just now helps. All these days people 
want a psychiatrist and they all say to take pills, but you drive all the way out 
there and you don’t get what you want—they don’t actually talk to you..Even just 
inviting a woman for tea and hearing her story is healing. Tea is healing. (Field 
notes, December 4, 2015).  
 
Native American LifeLines provides clients an opportunity to share their experiences of 
stress, displacement, and isolation with one another. Yet despite these opportunities for 
social interaction, Paul still feels that it is “hard to make connections,” and Maria dreams 
of having someone take her back home.   
The answer to this contradiction is revealed through understanding the Indigenous 
phenomenological experience of place. In a worldview of “place-as-self”, one does not 
just live in a place, they embody it. In a study on the relationship between culture, place, 
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and health among Anishinabek individuals, one elder writes, “You look everywhere on 
earth and you see Mother Earth. The way you raise your children, the way people do 
things together, the way we live among our people. She is in everything we do” (Wilson 
2003, as cited by Walters et al. 2011). In Maria’s story, she talks about going into the 
reservation Wal-Mart, reminiscing about living amongst other Natives from the same 
tribe: “you go into the store”, she says, “and you’re just, you’re just you.”  
What is implied by this statement is that Maria feels like she “fits in” going to the 
reservation Wal-Mart, but “out of place” in Boston. And, while experiencing these 
feelings of “dis-placement”—lacking the “deep connections” as Paul would call it—she 
does not fully feel like herself. According to a staff member of Native LifeLines, place 
dislocation has a negative impact on urban Native sense of self: 
A tree cannot stand without its roots...and knowing your tribe, your roots, helps 
you to stand. And sadly, a lot of urban Native people don’t have that. (Field notes, 
April 17, 2015).  
 
Achieving a sense of place in the city is a more complex process than connecting with a 
social support network. Place is inextricably linked to cultural and self-identity, and 
experiences of displacement and isolation from one’s tribe manifest in physical and social 
distress, as this chapter will discuss.  
Exploring the Complexities of Place in Boston: “Place-Multiple” 
Maria’s story reveals that place is intimately tied to identity. On the reservation 
she had a strong sense of self: “you’re just you.” Her excerpt illustrates that place is not 
simply a physical phenomenon, it is socially, psychologically, and culturally experienced 
(Eyles and Williams, 2007). While the physical space of Native American LifeLines may 
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be a gathering location for the community, and a means of social support, it is not a 
cultural and psychological approximation of home. One is physically living in an urban 
area, but they may not identify as “urban”. Or, if they come to develop a connection with 
the city, how may an urban sense of place conflict with a cultural identity that is 
connected to the land? 
This paradoxical development of a sense of place, and the physical and social 
stressors that coincide with it, affects the wellness of Boston’s urban Native community 
in a triad of place, stress, and identity. The specific and multi-layered ways that place acts 
upon the body can be examined through a framework that I have dubbed “Place-
multiple.” Building off Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s (1987) fundamental anthropological 
concept of the body multiple,21 I propose that “place-multiple” illustrates how the 
multiple facets of place enact upon the dis-placed body. Physical place parallels the 
individual-physical body, and will be used to illustrate how the natural and built 
environment of Boston impacts urban Native health. Social place reflects the social body, 
illuminating how spaces of social support paradoxically act as a protective factor for 
urban Native well-being, while the creation of an “urban Native” identity causes cultural 
stress. Finally, place-politic builds upon the body-politic, showing how landscapes of 
isolation and structural violence are enacted upon the bodies of urban Natives. In these 
arguments I build upon Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s important contributions to illuminate 
                                               
21 For a detailed discussion of the body multiple (Scheper-Hughes and Lock, 1987), see the 
Background Chapter 
 
 82 
how Boston as a “place-multiple” impacts urban Native mental health and sense of social 
and physical suffering. 
In his study of the body within the Diaspora, Ruiz (2007) writes, “the Diaspora is 
fundamentally about ‘the body’—all kinds of bodies: what they are, who they are, what is 
happening to them. The pursuit of the ‘body politic’, then, involves a rediscovery of ‘the 
body’ under the conditions of Diaspora [emphasis in original]” (633). If the distribution 
of Native Americans in cities across the country is to be considered an “urban Native 
Diaspora”–both tribe-specific and collectively experienced– then we can adapt Ruiz’s 
argument that a study of urban Native wellness is a study of Native bodies that have been 
dis-placed. And, if we are to operate within the Indigenous worldview of “place-as-self”, 
then any study of the Native body multiple cannot exist in the absence of an exploration 
of “place-multiple”. The remainder of this chapter will illustrate the ways in which the 
three levels of place-based analysis–physical place, social place, and place-politic–
interact with their concomitant metaphorical bodies to create an urban sense of place that 
impacts self-identity, stress, and wellness.  
 
Examining Three Levels of Place 
 
The Individual Body and Physical Place 
 As many anthropologists have described, the physical body is a mediator between 
the objective and subjective (Besnier 2012). The individual body’s interaction with 
physical space is riddled with contrasting experiences: urban versus rural, past versus 
present, and home versus work.  All of these contrasts highlight the different ways in 
 83 
which urban Natives physically experience and embody space in the city, navigating one 
tension after another. The tensions within these spaces produce stressors, which have the 
potential to affect physical health.  
The urban-rural contrast 
Boston is a densely populated urban environment with long, harsh winters and 
humid summers. For Natives moving to Boston from a rural area of the country, or a 
different climate, the environment can be jarring. Vinny, a middle-aged man from the 
southeastern United States arrived homeless in Boston during the winter of 2015, which 
was a time of record snowfalls and constant temperatures below freezing. On a warm 
summer day, with the oppressive kind of heat that makes it difficult to imagine wearing a 
jacket was ever necessary, he recounts his story: 
I just kept walking, till I didn’t want to walk no more... but I knew how to survive 
with the forest, with the animals...when I got to Boston it was a struggle. It was a 
culture shock—it was, I’d been in the forest like I’d said, literally in the forest. 
I’m used to this many animals, not this many people. This many trees and 
mountains, not this much concrete.... (Interview, May 18, 2015).  
 
For Vinny, Boston’s physical environment presented a challenge not only due to the 
bitter cold, but because of the urban landscape. As someone who prided himself on self-
survival, he had to adjust to a place that was not filled with trees and animals, but with 
concrete and crowds of people. Vinny was able to initially survive in the city by 
regarding it as an “urban” forest: 
I realized real fast if you don’t become strong, it’s [Boston’s] gonna eat you up. 
The city will gobble you up and spit you out. Um, it’s what you make it. Um, I 
don’t have the ability to hold my hand out and ask you for a dollar to give me 
something to eat because I realized my first priority in any jungle, in any forest, is 
to find means of food. (Interview, May 18, 2015).   
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By translating the landscape of Boston into a place he is more familiar with, Vinny was 
able to create a plan of action. The strategy of making the urban landscape familiar 
emerged as a common theme in interviews and conversations with urban Natives.  
 Many participants emphasized the ways in which living in an urban environment 
affected their physical health. Diane, a motherly woman with eyes framed by smile lines, 
speaks often about needing to move out of the city, echoing Vinny’s yearning for the 
forest: 
I need to be away from the city for reasons of noise—I need to be in the forest 
where there’s clean air, clean water. My stress levels are lowered from lack of 
noise. (Interview July 30, 2015). 
 
Carlos, a large First Nations man in his thirties, also emphasizes the need to escape 
Boston’s noise pollution:  
I’m very big on my quiet time, and to me, just living in the city with y’know all the 
loud noise and craziness going on... I just, living in the city—y’know when I was 
in Nova Scotia, um, Cape Bretton, there’s nothing but water all around you. And I 
just, I loved it out there. It was quiet, y’know, you don’t get that same option 
[here]...[And] the air’s so much cleaner out there, compared to here. (Interview, 
June 2, 2015).  
 
For both Diane and Carlos, living in Boston produces physical stressors because there are 
few opportunities to relax, reflect, and connect to the natural environment. 
Diane and Carlos also mention that Boston lacks “clean air and clean water,” 
suggesting the emotional and literal links between physical environment and health that 
many Natives perceive. Contrasting the physical environment of Boston with the 
environments of their homelands is a theme that emerged in many interviews and 
conversations with Native Americans living in the Boston area. It appears that the 
stronger the “sense of place” in connection to home, the stronger concern about the 
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quality of Boston’s physical environment. For example, Diane explicitly states that she 
has a very strong sense of place: “My sense of place comes through the land being a 
place where my ancestor’s bones are buried; therefore, my roots are grounded in this land 
where I live” (Interview, June 3, 2015). Diane is a member of an Eastern Woodlands 
tribe; she tells me her ancestral homelands are within what “the hegemonic society” 
(Interview, June 3, 2015) refers to as New England. Her strong sense of place, deep 
knowledge of her home environment, and conscious political framing of these, directly 
translate into her anxiety over the physical health of Boston’s landscape: 
I was fortunate that home was not polluted...Knowledge is power. Everyone has 
the right to know the air quality, land quality, water quality in their community. 
Once you have the 411 on the environment, then you can make choices and create 
change. But who can Natives call to find out about these things? Everyone has the 
right to know about the environment and the food we eat. You need to know your 
environment to protect your health. (Interview, July 30, 2015).  
 
The contrast between Boston and the physical landscape of her tribal homeland makes 
Diane interested in finding out more about Boston’s environment. However, being newly 
arrived and unfamiliar with the city, she does not know how to find this information, 
causing her anxiety.  
“Past-present talk”  
Participants in NAL culture class often contrast Boston as a physical space with 
the space of their homelands. They do this by establishing a temporal as well as a spatial 
dichotomy: “home” becomes a proxy for tribal homeland, traditional life-ways, and an 
ancestral past, and “Boston” connotes modern, urban environments. This contrast is 
created through speech patterns, in a style that I name “past/present talk.” The structure 
of past/present talk consists of: “we used to [X], but today we have to do [Y]” or “we do 
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[X] this way, like our ancestors.” This kind of talk occurs across generations: elders, 
middle-aged parents, and young adults.  
For instance, during a culture class dinner, Katelyn, a mother of three young 
children, remarks: “My grandfather, he hunted and fished all his life, and that’s how he 
got food. That’s how we used to eat. But then the fish got contaminated so he had to 
stop.” Sophia, an elder, replies, “Our traditional foods were healthy, lots of greens, 
vegetables, and fish. And lean meat! People need to eat more greens, more salads...I don’t 
even trust the food in restaurants, and what kinds of chemicals are in it!” Katelyn, 
holding her toddler on her lap, replies, “All these new infections and viruses today—it’s 
scary! It’s because of the environment...so many chemicals out there now...” (Fieldnotes, 
October 9, 2014).  
In this exchange, Katelyn speaks about past cultural practices (“hunting and 
fishing”), setting up the contrast with eating patterns today. Sophia builds upon her 
statement, speaking about her tribe’s traditional foods, and contrasting these with food 
served in restaurants today. This talk about past/ present food differences allows Katelyn 
to voice her concerns about the environment more generally. This exchange also 
contrasts the rural spaces of their homelands, with access to natural resources, with urban 
spaces where “untrustworthy” restaurants become a source of food. By engaging in this 
sort of “past/present” talk, participants situate environmental health within a historical 
context, conveying that past threats the Native American life-ways have ramifications for 
physical health in the present day. Katelyn views the contamination of her grandfather’s 
food source as directly impacting the quality of their current diet. This is similar to the 
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narratives employed by Colomeda’s (1996) participants, who situate their illness 
experiences within cultural and environmental change in the Arctic region.  
Physical Spaces of Home and Work 
Lauren, a woman of similar age as Diane, moved to Boston from the West Coast 
and works in a stuffy, windowless office. As I sit in her office for the interview, 
surrounded by filing cabinets, stacks of papers, and motivational posters, I become 
overwhelmed by a feeling of claustrophobia. The stale airflow in the room came from a 
vent in the top-right corner, and it circulated quickly around the enclosed space and out 
through the frosted-panel door behind me. Sighing, Lauren sensed my discomfort and 
gestured around the room:  
I wish I had a window in here; it would make things so much better. When I first 
started working here, I was having lots of trouble and went to go see the doctor. 
My endocrine system was really messed up from working here, I think because I 
wasn’t getting enough sunlight. Now, I try and go for a walk during breaks, just to 
get outside a little bit. (Interview June 26, 2015).  
 
The “Boston environment” for Lauren is a working environment, which has direct 
physiological consequences on her health. When examining place as a physical concept, 
it is important to take into account living and working conditions, as well as physical 
factors such as climate and air and water quality. 
 After my conversation with Lauren, I ventured to a housing project in one of 
Boston’s most economically-depressed neighborhoods for an interview with Ruth, an 
elder in Boston’s Native community. As I walked to her apartment, the ear-splitting 
sirens mixed with car horns, a couple shouting at each other down the street, and a baby’s 
cry coming through a distant window. When I approached the door to her building, I 
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found it ajar; the security gate that kept it closed appeared to have been deactivated. 
Uneasy, I dialed Ruth’s number on my cell phone; no answer. After a moment’s 
hesitation, I pushed open the door—it swiveled and moaned on its rusty hinges as I 
slipped inside.  
 The stairwell was lit by a flickering light on the first landing, casting the walls in 
an ominous glow. As I gripped the railing, I wondered how Ruth, who lived on the third 
floor and walked with a cane, made it up the stairs every day—the building did not 
appear to be handicap-accessible. I reached Ruth’s heavy red door, the lead paint peeling, 
and knocked. Much to my chagrin, the knocks echoed through the dim hallway, and the 
low buzz of activity behind her neighbors’ doors immediately fell silent. Those who 
knock loudly and rapidly in this space, are most likely those who are unwelcome. I 
suddenly became aware of the pulsing of my own heartbeat; after a few tense seconds, I 
heard a series of locks being undone behind the door and Ruth emerged nervously, 
clutching her shawl around her shoulders. Her face brightened when she saw me: “oh it’s 
you! I forgot you were coming!” Apologizing, I offered to reschedule, and she shook her 
head emphatically, “No, come in! Come in!”  
 I stepped into the crowded space of the apartment, taking in the acrid smell of 
asbestos, as Ruth told me about her building: 
Did you find it ok? Make sure you stay safe coming and going...I’ve lived in this 
building a long time and it’s gotten worse. Now it’s re:al [pronounced “reeeeal”] 
noisy, I can hear people all the time, and they never shut that front door. Always 
people coming and going here, police… (Interview, June 26, 2015).  
 
Ruth has lived in this building for decades. She first moved to Boston in the 1970s, when 
many members of First Nations Canadian tribes came to the city looking for work in 
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factories and service jobs (Fieldnotes, April 17, 2015). As she walked through her 
kitchen, she lamented that she did not get a chance to visit Canada that summer. 
“Usually, I try to go every year,” she says in her soft-spoken voice, “it’s nice there. It’s 
very green! Like the Arboretum, it reminds me of Canada, I miss it sometimes” (Field 
notes, June 26, 2015). Ruth is affected by the lack of green space near her Boston 
apartment, which is old and has poor air circulation. However, she cannot move out of 
this place; like other participants, she considers herself “lucky to have gotten section 8” 
(Field notes, October 8, 2015).22  
Ruth’s situation encapsulates how the physical spaces of the city are intertwined 
with structural barriers for many of Boston’s urban Natives. The structural and physical 
landscapes of Boston become embodied by participants, reflecting Lock’s (2004) concept 
of “local biologies,” in which the sociostructural environment becomes reproduced in the 
biology of individual bodies. The steep demand for housing assistance keeps Ruth in poor 
physical spaces, which in turn affects her physical health—the building’s stairs give her 
hip pain—and feelings of personal safety. From the ethnographic accounts illustrated 
above, it is clear that the individual-physical body interacts with physical place in a 
deleterious way for Boston’s urban Native population. 
 
                                               
22 Section 8 of the Housing Act of 1937 authorizes federal payments of rental housing assistance 
on behalf of low-income tenants to private landlords in cities across the United States. There are 
often long waiting lists for those who qualify. 
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The Social Entanglement of Place 
 
Social Place and the Social Body 
 
 While place exists as a physical entity, it is more than a conglomeration of climate 
and geographic location. One’s “sense” of a specific place also grows out of social ties, 
memories, and experiences. In Indigenous worldviews, the land and its toponyms reflect 
history, culture, and value systems of the people who live there (Basso 1994). However, 
the social importance of place becomes complicated in urban settings. In Susan Lobo’s 
essay “Is Urban a Person or a Place? Characteristics of Urban Indian Identity,” (1998) 
she writes that “the Indian community is not a geographic location with clustered 
residency or neighborhoods but a widely scattered and frequently shifting network of 
relationships with locational nodes found in organizations and activity sites of special 
significance” (89). Due to the lack of distinct urban enclaves common among other 
immigrant groups—and the multi-tribal Nature of an urban Indian community—creating 
a social connection to place can be especially difficult for urban Natives who have just 
arrived to the city, as data from Boston reveals.  
Boston and Social Isolation 
 
 Difficulty forming social connections in Boston has direct impacts on urban 
Native well-being. A 2011 Urban Indian Health Institute report indicated that “compared 
with the general population (19.7%), a higher percentage of AI/ANs in this [Boston] 
service area report rarely or never receiving the emotional and social support that they 
need (7.3%)” (UIHI Report, 2011). Lack of social support contributes to feelings of 
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loneliness, stress, and depression for Native Americans living in the city (Nadeau et al, 
2008). The staff members of NAL are particularly concerned that many of their clients 
experience feelings of social isolation. In a focus group, a young staff member named 
Lisa expressed: 
I think it’s when, they wanna go back home it’s when they’re missing that sense of 
community [K: Mmhm] and they’re missing the ties and the comforts that comes 
from like, having like a secure place,23 um, where people know you, you have like 
a strong network. And that’s what they’re really looking for—they want that 
network of connections, like someone’s gonna look out for them, so I think the 
more like we [NAL] advertise like ‘you’re welcome, you’re here’ for our 
community, um I think it’s just programming that strengthens those community 
ties [Je: Mmm] is what is really needed to help people, keep people in the area. 
Um, definitely help them navigate the community. (Focus Group, June 17, 2015) 
 
Lisa, who came to the city as a college student, recalls her own struggles with creating 
community connections. She emphasizes the difficulties with leaving the close-knit social 
community of “the rez”, and how unnerving that can be: 
I was here out of school and I’m like ‘I don’t know what I’m doing, I don’t know 
where to go’ so I went to LifeLines, I went to the closest Native center where I 
knew they could help me, and so someone helped me try to navigate the big 
outside world off-rez [all laugh]...yeah, it’s—it’s definitely like, it’s funny there’s 
always that one joke from that movie Smoke Signals, like ‘aww you’re leaving the 
rez? You bringing your passport?’ [all laugh, Jennifer: Mmmhmm!] and I’m like, 
‘it’s so true!’ [laughter] you’re going into a foreign country! [laughter]. The 
minute you leave!... And so if you’re not like a student, but you’re still part of the 
community, it’s really important to just keep having that strong sense of identity 
and support (Focus Group, June 17, 2015) 
 
Lisa jokes about how leaving “the rez” is the same as “going into a foreign country.” This 
is a function of the way in which the United States interacts with Natives both politically 
and socially. Politically, federally-recognized tribes are considered sovereign nations 
                                               
23 Emphasis is Lisa’s, not mine.  
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within their borders, and view interactions with the United States as a government-to-
government relationship. Many Natives also feel discriminated against when they venture 
outside the reservation border; before the Gathering of Nations powwow in Albuquerque, 
participants expressed that they always bring their passport to “prove” that they belong in 
the United States (Field Notes, March 9, 2015). Yet the concept of “foreignness” is also 
embodied by urban Natives socially; the city is an unfamiliar landscape where they may 
be the only one of their tribal background, and with a physical appearance that may be 
ethnically obscure to mainstream society. Although urban Natives are intra-national 
migrants, they face many of the same social and political stressors as transnational 
immigrants (Lobo 1998).  
After Lisa shares her views, a staff member named Jennifer--who is from a 
Southeastern tribe--nods in agreement. She emphasizes how critical it is for organizations 
such as NAL to foster social connections for incoming Natives: 
I feel like if you can—if you can make the clients feel like valued [L: Mhm], then 
that y’know, that helps us fulfill our own mission in building stronger people and 
connecting them to resources but, man if you feel valued by other people that just 
makes all the difference... Y’know especially when, y’know if you came from far 
away, like if you came from across the country, and you’re out here alone it 
definitely feels like y’know nobody cares about you when you move away. (Focus 
Group, June 17, 2015) 
 
Leaving a close-knit reservation community, where one is surrounded by family, 
for a large city is overwhelming and isolating. It can feel, as Lisa said, “Like moving to 
another country” where “it feels like nobody cares about you.” For instance, Vinny 
details, with great emotion, how he felt arriving in Boston: 
It was cold and it was cruel, couldn’t smile cuz…um…[pause] sometimes… 
people are not smiling so it’s hard to smile too. When the world’s not smiling with 
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you, and... it was cold y’know. And I was in the ghetto of Boston, I was in the 
hardship of Boston. The community of homeless folks, of unhappy folks, of 
negative folks. And I scrambled and I know that there was a better way I know 
that there was a better Boston as beautiful as I kept seeing. So I’d search and I’d 
walk, I’d cry… and, and somebody passed by and smiled. So, you know, it was 
like passing it on, was what I just did... (Interview, May 18, 2015).  
 
Vinny arrived homeless in Boston, with no connections or leads for where to receive the 
support that he needed. In his description, his physical sense of Boston overlaps with how 
he perceives it socially: “it was cold and it was cruel” describes both the harsh winter and 
character of the people that he encountered. Vinny also describes the community he 
initially met as being a part of the “hardship of Boston.” In this sense, he became 
associated with the social body of Boston’s marginalized population. The “unhappiness” 
and “negativity” he endured among this community is both a manifestation, and an 
embodiment, of this social status.  
Problematizing “Community” 
 Both Vinny and Lisa used the word “community” to talk about the social groups 
they associated with. The word “community” is also used by NAL staff to describe client 
outreach: “our Native community” is a phrase often used in staff emails and conference 
calls (Field notes, personal communication). However, the definition of “community” 
becomes complicated when applied to urban Native populations. Can “community” be 
defined geographically, when urban Natives are dispersed amongst Boston 
neighborhoods? Is it appropriate to use “community” as shorthand for cultural group, 
when Boston’s Native population represents tribes from across the United States? 
Perhaps, “Native community” is used to denote shared experiences of separation—both 
physical and social—from home.  
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 The urban Native residents of Boston call themselves a “community” to help 
foster symbolic and real social connection, even if this community is geographically and 
tribally fragmented. For instance, Diane describes the ways that urban Natives attempt to 
foster a sense of place: 
Urban Indians who are not anywhere near home are more apt to feel a sense of 
well-being when there is [sic] other people that they can connect to so that there 
is a sense of place that they call home. The unconnected find their connection 
through home, by their validation of their identity through members of the tribe 
and surrounding communities... The ones who have a hard time surviving are the 
ones who do not have strong connections to either the branches or root of their 
genealogical tree (Personal Communication, June 3, 2015).  
 
From Diane’s perspective, connecting to other Natives in the city helps one foster a sense 
of place. Forming an “urban Native community”, regardless of tribal background, 
becomes one way to foster well-being. Yet Diane’s statement also reveals that social 
place spans past the borders to Boston, through obligations to their home communities. 
Although an individual may be physically living in the city, socially they remain 
connected elsewhere. Diane views close ties to home as a protective factor, saying that it 
is one way that the urban “unconnected”—who may not know anyone of the same tribal 
background in the city—retain a sense of self and social identity. She also uses an 
environmental metaphor to explain this identity, calling it the “branches or roots of a 
genealogical tree.” In this way, she places herself within a complex network of familial 
social ties, as well as the natural landscape of her home.  
 However, maintaining social ties to one’s home community can also be a source 
of stress for urban Natives. A 2015 survey of off-reservation tribal citizens indicated that 
“most participants desired a deeper connection to their Native nations—even if they were 
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highly connected to a local Native community” (Schultz et al., 2015:4). Craig is a 
middle-aged man from a Southeastern tribe who has recently moved to Boston, although 
he has been living away from his home community since he went to college. During our 
conversation in his comfortably furnished Boston office, he spoke of his network of 
obligations to his tribe, and how separation initially made upholding these obligations 
difficult: 
I usually [go back] three or four times a year... I was talking to somebody just 
yesterday, I still have obligations at home [chuckles]... Yea that whole reciprocal 
network of relationships that defines tribal people and, even though mine happen 
to be a little bit further away it doesn’t exempt me from any of that, at least not 
from my perspective...[After attending University] Eventually I got more 
comfortable and started figuring it out. But y’know prior to my cohort going in, 
and even some of them, they didn’t last- they’d leave the first semester and never 
come back. They’d go to one of those schools either within the-their tribal 
community or one close by so it was much easier for them to either live at home 
or go to school or maintain very close social ties. It’s uh, y’know, in the past 
there’s been a difficult transition—it’s been a tough one for me. (Interview, June 
9, 2015) 
 
For Craig, physical distance does not equal social distance: interacting with his home 
community is a key facet of his life even though he lives in an urban area. However, he 
reveals that maintaining a balance between academic and tribal social ties was “difficult” 
at first; in fact, it caused some of his classmates to leave the school. Other participants 
also worry when they are unable to travel home often: Ruth was disappointed that she 
could not travel to Canada this summer, and other participants expressed frustration that 
they could not travel home to spend Canadian holidays with their families (Field notes, 
October 9, 2014). Lisa also wished to return home for her tribe’s annual powwow, but 
was concerned that her home community would perceive her as “only being a member of 
the tribe for powwow season” (Field notes, September 3, 2015). This is reveals another 
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reason that Natives such as Craig strive to maintain “reciprocal relations” year round: to 
maintain and justify their tribal identity not just to their urban peers, but to their home 
communities as well.24 
The notion of maintaining far-reaching social ties in an unfamiliar social location 
has been observed among other Diaspora communities. D’Alisera, in her 
phenomenological work with Sierra Leonean Muslims living in Washington, DC (2004) 
showed how her participants interacted with the global Muslim community while 
negotiating their social identity within an unfamiliar space. Yet unlike many other 
transplanted groups, urban Natives are in the active process of creating a multi-tribal pan-
Native community within the city, while maintaining social ties to their homelands.  
Urban Clan Mothers 
One way that urban Natives craft this community is by designating key social 
spaces within the city to gather and exchange information. Lobo’s article on “Urban Clan 
Mothers” (2003) illustrates one of the ways that urban Natives socially navigate the city. 
She writes that Urban Clan Mothers represent key households in an urban area that 
“provide a degree of permanence in the swirl of constant shifts and changes in the highly 
fluid urban Indian communities” (505). Although urban Natives may be residentially 
dispersed throughout the city, the Urban Clan Mother’s household provides a social and 
geographical focal point.  
The Urban Clan Mother phenomenon occurs in Boston as well. Selena, a lively 
woman in her early forties who grew up in Boston, remembers:  
                                               
24 For more on the politics and stresses associated with urban Native identity, see chapter 5. 
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When my mother first moved here there was a park called Indian Park, where you 
could find every Native that you were looking for in the [19]50s-60s. Every 
Native, and if you couldn’t find them, they’d be at my house because my mother 
brought everybody...and if they were looking for someone, you know where to find 
them! (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
From this description, it is clear that Selena’s mother fits Lobo’s definition of an Urban 
Clan Mother; a point of contact within the city. In the urban Native community, these key 
households serve as a “home away from home”.  
These “clan mother” households also help urban Natives feel “valued” in an 
unfamiliar place, as Jennifer noted earlier. These households reduce feelings of isolation, 
signaling to newcomers that there are other Natives living in the city. In a separate 
interview, Selena told me: 
I knew that there was [sic] other Natives out there growin’ up because they was 
always at my house, so like we’d go see them in different neighborhoods of 
Boston so, yea... Yea [if] they couldn’t find another Native or had nowhere to go 
they’d come to my mother’s house like “have you seen that so and so?” they was 
like, y’know, my mother was that main person that everyone goes to. They needed 
information or they needed somebody my mother knew how to get to them. 
(Interview, May 26, 2015) 
 
Selena’s mother became the informal gatekeeper of Boston’s Native community, helping 
newcomers navigate Boston’s social landscape. However, the issue with these informal 
networks is that they are not permanent; when a “node of the community network” (Lobo 
2003:505) becomes ill, passes away, or moves back to the reservation, there may not be 
another household that can fulfill a similar function. This is what happened in the case of 
Selena’s mother; although Selena and her sisters all live in Boston, there is no longer one 
central household where all urban Natives informally gather (Field notes, July 15, 2015).  
The Social Body 
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 Symbolic anthropologist Mary Douglas asserts that cultural practices and 
discourse “express symbolic systems” of the greater society (Douglas 1966: 35). In a 
similar vein, Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987) write that “symbolic anthropology takes 
the experiences of the body as a representation of society” (19), following Geertz’s 
conceptualization of symbols as a representation of the greater culture (Geertz 1973). In 
this way, the social body becomes both metaphor and a symbol that reflects societal 
attitudes, values, and beliefs. Following the logic of a symbolic anthropology approach, I 
argue that social place functions in much the same way: the values society attributes to a 
place become a symbol for the way we regard inhabitants of those places. For instance, 
media reports that talk about “rough neighborhoods” and “safe neighborhoods” are often 
not talking about the physical landscape, but the way society perceives the people who 
live within them. In this sense, the discourse surrounding the physical space reproduces 
racialized and class-based prejudice, further perpetuating the marginalization of urban 
Natives who reside in these areas.  
 In the case of the urban Native social body and the social places they inhabit, the 
metaphor created is one of invisibility. There are no distinct neighborhoods where urban 
Natives cluster; there is no Native version of Little Italy or Chinatown. This lack of 
cohesive social clustering reflects the fact that urban Natives are often an invisible 
population in Boston. The standard reply to discussion of urban Natives in Boston is 
“Native Americans in Boston? Where are they?” (Field notes, September 24, 2014).  In 
the social landscape of Boston, Native Americans are often only seen through a historical 
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frame, as a relic of Boston’s colonial past. For instance, in a focus group Selena 
complains: 
Like in school, they, like when I started class...they [the students] were going 
round, they were going round like ‘Oh! What are you, you’re Spanish, this?’ I’m 
like, ‘No I’m Native American.’ This girl was like, ‘no, you’re extinct. ‘Then I’m 
like ‘ummm... who says we’re extinct??’ She was like ‘oh, the history books, you 
guys are not around.’ I’m like, ‘then I must not be here or somethin’!!’ She was 
like, ‘no, there’s no Native American’s anymore!’ [Lisa gasps, exasperated] I’m 
like ‘yes they are!’ (Focus Group, July 17, 2015).  
 
In a social landscape where Native Americans are not a dominant presence and are 
marginalized, their existence is denied. This contributes to the lack of funding and 
services targeted towards urban Native communities, in comparison with programs aimed 
at other minority communities in the city (Interview, June 9, 2015). In this way, the urban 
Native social body, reported as lacking emotional or social support, becomes a metaphor 
for how little Natives are regarded by society. Urban Natives, report, reflect, and embody 
structural neglect at the hands of IHS and the City of Boston alike. 
 
Structural Inequality in the Boston Landscape 
 
 In anthropologist Veena Das’ landmark essay The act of witnessing: violence, 
poisonous knowledge and subjectivity (2011), she explores how traumatic experiences 
become re-inscribed in the everyday. Writing from the point of view of Punjabi culture, 
Das demonstrates ways in which the events of the 1949 Partition of India/Pakistan came 
to be incorporated into the structure of interpersonal relationships. In this section, I adopt 
Das’ (2011) framework of “poisonous knowledge” to show how the sociopolitical 
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landscape of Boston—termed place politic—becomes inscribed on the consciousness and 
social well-being of its Native American residents. 
The place-and-body politic 
 The body politic concept, synthesized by Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987), is 
concerned with sociopolitical structures’ “penetration of the body” (24). The body politic 
is most affected in particular landscapes of distress, where violence associated 
“penetrates” the body within a social structure which formed such cruelty. The way that 
the sociopolitical structure acts upon a particular place, (re)producing a landscape of 
trauma, is referred to as “place politic.”  
 Place politic and the body politic converge in acts of neighborhood violence in 
Boston. On a humid July day, the sort of afternoon where the air feels thick enough to 
push aside but not tangible enough for the act to accomplish anything, I entered the NAL 
office to see a group of staff and clients congregated around the front desk computer. I 
joined the group, and learned that there had been a shooting the night before in a nearby 
neighborhood. Selena said that the victim had been a friend of her daughter’s, and that he 
had been shot in front of his two children. Rather than looking at the screen with worried 
eyes, her eyes were flat, resigned, as if the images were nothing new. “Why would you 
commit that violence in front of children?” She asked, “That image stays with you” 
(Field notes July 23, 2015). She turned to me and matter-of-factly explained how she has 
multiple friends who are “messed up” because they came home to find a parent who had 
committed suicide. Focused on events in a different temporal landscape, rather than the 
present, Selena repeated the refrain “it stays with you...”: 
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We was bringing back groceries and they [her friends] started screaming, and we 
saw him getting led out in a body bag. That stays with you... [And] I still have the 
image in my head of the shooting that happened in front of my house, of the kid 
laying on the steps and getting put into a body bag. Every once in awhile it pops 
into my head, my daughter saying, ‘he’s not moving’ and me saying, ‘he’s dead.’ 
And they put him into that body bag, and it’s so final, y’know? I tell my daughter 
to be careful after work because I don’t know no one [sic] over there no more. We 
ain’t from the projects, we live there but we ain’t from there... (Field notes July 
23, 2015).  
 
Selena’s statements in the excerpt above reflect Das’ (2011) argument of “poisonous 
knowledge” inscribing her every day actions. She was not merely a witness to violence in 
a singular moment; in her own words, such events “stay with you”, and shape her 
reaction to subsequent violent events. She warns her daughter to be careful, but her 
bodily demeanor reveals that she is resigned that these events will continue to happen.  
 Selena’s assertion “we live there but we ain’t from there” also reveals the 
important interaction between place and associations with violence. The poverty and 
social marginalization of the neighborhood produces situations of bodily harm and 
distress, yet while Selena embodies the trauma of this place, she does not identify with it. 
This returns us to Tuan’s (1980) distinction between “sense of place” and “rootedness”. 
According to Tuan, sense of place comes with conscious awareness, while “rootedness” 
is an ingrained phenomenon. Selena grew up in the city and has cultivated an awareness 
of the structural problems that plague her neighborhood, but she is not “rooted” there. 
While she may live in the projects physically, and it may have physical and mental 
influence on her body, it is not where she considers “home.” 
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Landscapes of Distress  
In the place politic concept, landscapes of social isolation and distress act on the 
bodies of urban Natives by producing situations of stress and creating scenarios where 
bodily harm can occur. While watching news coverage of the neighborhood shooting, 
Selena and Maria scoffed as a reporter proclaimed “this building [where the shooting 
happened] is secure.” Selena turns to me, frustrated, and says, “I love how the media 
mixes everything up!” (Field notes, July 23, 2015). The media’s statements shift blame 
away from the city’s failure to provide safe housing, and onto the individual victim—
implicitly, viewers are led to believe that it must have been the victim’s action that made 
the place (the building) unsafe.  
 As the camera pans across the scene, an open door sneaks into the frame. “See, 
there!” Selena points out, “they just leave the door open all the time, anyone can walk in! 
People don’t care until something happens. Why don’t they do something to prevent it 
from happening?” (Field notes, July 23, 2015). I thought back to when I had visited 
Ruth’s apartment earlier that summer, and how I was able to walk right up to her door 
without passing through any security mechanism. If someone completely unaware of the 
building’s locks, codes, and gates was able to enter the apartment, what would happen if 
someone approached a building that wanted to do tenants harm? Such instances of 
lacking security and safety measures, which affect the well-being of the body politic, I 
term landscapes of distress. 
 Elements of landscapes of distress were also present in Vinny’s story of moving 
to Boston with nowhere to stay: 
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So that’s where I spent a lot of time [the church in Copley Square]. Long nights 
I’d sleep right under those tombstones, that’s on the wall over there. Get up, try 
not to leave any trails where I was layin, try not to leave any trails leavin, just try 
and hide in that forest, that jungle of downtown Boston... Yea man, and um I 
stayed one night in the shelter there in the cold…some kind of howl [wind] 
something unfamiliar…but um, you’ll never get me to do that again. I cannot 
handle people disrespecting beauty, disrespecting God. I’ll not condone and lay 
around drugs and violence and drunks. I can’t handle that. Um, I just won’t do it. 
(Interview, May 18, 2015).  
 
Vinny refers to Boston as a “jungle”, a wild, dangerous place. Jungles can offer what you 
need to survive, but those resources are hidden, obscured. There are just as many things 
in jungles that want to “eat you alive”, as Vinny stated in an earlier portion of the 
interview (Interview, May 18, 2015). In a jungle you do not want to “leave any trails”, for 
your own safety; just as in the city you do not want to “leave a trail” for authorities to 
realize you are sleeping in public spaces.  
However, Vinny felt he had little choice but to sleep in these spaces, due to the 
nature of the homeless shelter he encountered. For him, the manifestations of the socially 
marginalized—drugs and violence—reproduced within the space of the homeless shelter, 
was something that he “couldn’t handle”. It is telling that Vinny disliked the environment 
of the shelter so much that he risked putting his body in a space of public 
marginalization—sleeping outside on the Cathedral steps—than be in a place where 
society has determined that the homeless are “supposed” to exist. These steps are also a 
space of potential physical danger: news reports mention “unattended bodies”—often 
homeless bodies—found in Copley Square (Boston.com, January 27, 2016). Yet despite 
the risks, Vinny chose this public space: he had no desire to associate with the homeless 
body politic of the shelter and the suffering they embody.  
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Broken Windows 
 Serena’s landscape of apathy, and Vinny’s encounter with an environment of 
“disrespect,” illuminates a way in which the place-politic concept can be used to modify 
sociology’s “broken windows theory” (Wilson and Kelling 1982). Broken windows 
theory outlines the norm-setting effects of urban violence; an area perceived as “run-
down” begets more instances of vandalism, disorder, and violent crime. However, the 
theory focuses too much attention on individual causal factors of urban disorder. It 
suggests that through maintaining and monitoring urban areas to prevent small crimes, 
neighborhoods can flourish (Wilson and Kelling 1982). Such an approach ignores 
structural-social influences on neighborhood violence, and serves to increase the State’s 
“power over [the] life” of marginalized bodies (Foucault 1990); to borrow from Singer, 
this application “criminalizes the poor” (Singer, 2006).25  
However, through employing a place-politic approach, focusing on the structural-
urban landscape, the broken windows theory can perhaps be employed productively to 
support marginalized communities. For instance, in 2005, researchers from Suffolk and 
Harvard University designed an intervention for 34 crime “hot spots” in Lowell, MA 
where municipal authorities cleared streetlights, fixed trash, and enforced building codes. 
As a result, researchers identified a 20 percent decrease in calls to police from the areas 
that received the intervention (Bond and Braga, 2009). Widely reported in Boston-area 
newspapers, study concluded that cleaning and maintaining the physical environment was 
                                               
25 An example of an individual-criminal application of “broken windows theory” is New York 
City’s controversial “stop-and-frisk” policy.  
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more effective than misdemeanor arrests (Bond and Braga, 2009). By focusing on the 
interaction between place, violence, and community wellness, neighborhood issues can 
be addressed in a structurally-oriented, effective manner.  
 
Conclusion: The Stressors of Place and its Bodily Effects 
 In the above chapter I illuminated the numerous ways the environmental, social, 
and structural components of place produce physical, social, and political stressors within 
and upon urban Native bodies. Mauss, echoed by Csordas (1994), claims that structure 
becomes inscribed into the body, and it is through the body that agents both experience 
and generate structure. In this chapter I have shown the dialectical effects of structure and 
the body, while expanding on Mauss’ claim to illustrate how place becomes inscribed on 
the body, and that through the body, urban Natives in turn generate place.  
Place and Stress 
The social, political, and environmental stressors of the city have manifested in 
startling community health outcomes among Boston’s urban Natives: according to the 
Native American LifeLines Community Health Needs Assessment (CHNA), 53.6 percent 
of respondents reported “stress” as a major health concern.26 In addition, 25 percent of 
respondents reported suffering from depression, and 25 percent reported struggling with 
mental health issues (Native American LifeLines CHNA, 2015). This new data aligns 
with the Urban Indian Health Institute’s 2011 report on NAL Boston’s service area, 
                                               
26 For a full copy of CHNA report results and methodology, please see the Appendix.  
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which states, “in this service area, AI/ANs have a higher rate of frequent mental distress27 
(20.3%) compared with the general population (8.7 percent). This difference is 
statistically significant” (UIHI report, 2011). Examining these stressors through the lens 
of place illustrates how the multi-layered interaction between place and the body impacts 
urban Native health and wellness.  
High stress levels, produced within the space of Boston, may also impact the high 
rates of type II diabetes faced by Boston’s Native community. According to the 2015 
CHNA, 21.4 percent of respondents reported “diabetes” as a major health concern 
(Native American LifeLines CHNA, 2015). Although this assessment had a smaller 
sample size, it tracks with the UIHI 2011 report, where “Among AI/ANs in this service 
area, 10.9% report having been told by a doctor that they have diabetes. This is higher 
than the rate among the general population (6.8%). This difference is statistically 
significant” (UIHI Report, 2011). This gives support to existing data on the links between 
physical stress and diabetes (Scheder 2006; Schoenberg et al, 2009). It is therefore 
evident that social distress, situated within particular places, has tangible consequences 
for physical health. The concept of place-multiple has a direct impact on the Native body 
multiple.  
Stress and the Paradox of Place 
The multi-dimensional facets of place, and its associated stressors, are embodied 
by the city’s urban Natives. This interaction produces what Alex Nading (2014) refers to 
                                               
27 “Frequent mental distress” refers to at least 14 poor mental health days in the past 30 days 
(UIHI report, 2011).  
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as a “entanglement”: the “unfolding, often incidental attachments and affinities, 
antagonisms and animosities” that occur within a particular place (11). For urban Natives, 
Boston can feel “like a foreign country” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015), with its 
unfamiliar cultural, social, and physical landscapes. However, despite the difficulties of 
being away from home, Native Americans continue to move to Boston, and some have 
lived here for many years. Despite the numerous stressors outlined in this chapter, urban 
Natives still undergo a process of place-making. The positives of place-making, and the 
impacts this has on the Native body multiple, are the subject of the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4: PLACE-MAKING IN BOSTON 
 
Corn is resistant and tends to grow in the most adverse circumstances. Soaking 
corn kernels in water causes the corn kernels to sprout. I unknowingly left some corn in 
water for a week and when I returned the corn was molded and sprouting.  I put the 
molded and sprouted kernels out into the flower planter in the back of the building, un-
expecting them to grow. However, I thought I would give the kernels a go at a chance of 
growing, by planting them in the dirt of the flowerpot out back.  The planted sprouted 
corn kernels that were left in water too long grew into a wonderful hardy plant in the 
flowerpot. Everyone was amazed that corn still grew in Boston.  Living in the city is a 
huge adjustment.  It is not the same for Native people who have come from rural 
environments.   However, just like the corn kernel is resistant to adversity, Native people 
are resistant and strong, and we survive, thrive and are successful in extreme adversity. –
Deborah Spears Moorehead, author, artist; “The Spirit of the Corn” 
 
 The most wonderful events can sprout from the most unexpected circumstances. 
The afternoon was hot, muggy. It was the height of June, when the Earth lingers against 
the Sun and the days stretch long and lazy. The thin haze outside reflected the mood of 
the people inside the Native American LifeLines office, swathed in a blanket of 
exhaustion. That morning I had leapt out of my bed an hour too late and run to the station 
with glasses askew, each step pounding a chorus of “On my way, almost there, on my 
way,” while my mind conjured up images of traffic, construction, and large groups of 
schoolchildren crossing the road; any excuse to legitimize my tardiness. By the time I 
reached the office my energy was gone, but it was time to attend to the tasks of the day: 
conference calls, survey inventory, and preparations for the evening. That night was 
NAL’s diabetes prevention walk through the Arboretum, and the excitement for the 
evening was mediated by my reluctance to stay after hours on this long, muggy day.  
 That evening the LifeLines van navigated through the labyrinthine network of 
Boston’s colonial-era streets. Riding in the passenger seat, I marveled as I always did at 
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the impossibility of converting an old horse-path into a two-way avenue, and the poor 
timing of picking up clients during rush hour. After many hairpin turns, a liberal use of 
the horn, and more than one frantic cell phone call, the van finally reached the 
Arboretum. It was, at long last, the pinnacle of the day. When we stepped out of the van, 
it was as if the city had disappeared entirely. Leaving a world of concrete, traffic, and 
radiated heat, we entered a world of soft grass, foliage, and laughing families. Suddenly, 
it appeared as if the world had converted to Technicolor, and my eyes had to adjust to the 
many hues of green before me. 
 “It looks like Canada,” Ruth said, suddenly appearing at my side. Her diminutive 
stature made it so that she only reached my elbow. I was startled out of my stressed 
reverie and turned toward her. Ruth was a quiet woman and the fact that she had initiated 
contact with me was surprising. “How does it look like Canada?” I asked politely, 
struggling to find the right words.  
 Her face broke into a wide grin, revealing smile lines I had never noticed before. 
“There’s so much green!” She exclaimed. “In Canada, there is lots of green like this, the 
tall trees over there [she points to an evergreen]. It looks like this in the summer.” 
 “Do you go back to Canada often?” I asked hesitantly, not wanting to upset her if 
the answer was no. Ruth continued to smile at me, and lightly touched my elbow to signal 
that we walk in the direction of the evergreens, “oh, I try to go back every summer” she 
said. “I’d take a bus with my friends, and we’d go up to Canada. We’d laugh and laugh, 
crazy things on that bus. But not this year; I didn’t get to go this time.” She looked 
around the Arboretum, “but it looks like this.” 
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 I nodded silently as we continued up the path, her hand lightly on my arm for 
support. We caught up to the rest of the group sitting in a clearing, hand-carved walking 
sticks resting at their sides. One participant had taken out his guitar, and began playing a 
song he wrote, appropriately called “the Arboretum.” The air in the clearing was heavy 
with the aroma of sage and cedar, and it was clear that the recent smudging (ceremonial 
burning of cedar and sage) also functioned as a natural mosquito repellent. The culture 
class teacher sat on a blanket, smiling over her glasses as she knitted a scarf, a continuing 
project she had taken over for a friend. Others went to explore the trees at the edge of the 
clearing, but each time the joyous, major chords of the song brought them back to the 
circle. The air began to cool with the evening light, and everything was happy as we sat 
in that clearing, shielded from the Boston skyline.  
 Vinny walked up to me after the song ended. “You know what I like about this 
place?” he asked me in his deep Southern drawl. “How all these trees, they come from 
a:ll28 over the world. Like that one [pointing to a Japanese Oak Tree], he comes from all 
the way over in Japan. He comes from far away, but he’s still thriving.” He paused, tilting 
his head toward the tree, eyes dancing, “Kinda like a metaphor for Boston, innit? This 
whole place. All these plants from all over, different places, but they still coexist.” He 
laughed, “They grow together!” (Field notes June 18, 2015).  
                                               
28 Pronounced “aaaaall”  
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Fig 4.1 Arnold Arboretum and the Boston Skyline (Lynch, 2015) 
 
 
Place-making within the Place multiple 
 In the previous chapter I focused on how the different facets of urban place 
produce and perpetuate stressors for Natives living in Boston. Utilizing the concept of 
“place multiple,” I argued that the physical, social, and structural features of the urban 
environment interacted with Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s (1987) “body multiple” in 
detrimental and sometimes stressful ways. However, to characterize the “place multiple” 
concept as wholly negative would be misleading. Just as an individual body can be 
healthy or ill, a social body can foster inclusion and exclusion, and the body politic can 
be a site of protection and violence, so too can place multiple function in seemingly 
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contradictory ways. The remainder of this chapter, then, is devoted to the ways in which 
urban Native bodies interact with and make meaning from the urban landscape of Boston, 
contributing to a “sense of place” that is paradoxical to overall well-being.  
An overview of place as social and physical proxy 
As the vignette above illustrates, urban Natives make meaning from place by 
creating both a social and physical proxy for home. Ruth’s face lights up when she 
realizes that the evergreens remind her of Canada; for a moment, they help alleviate the 
pain of not being able to return home for the summer. In this sense, the physical 
similarities between the Arboretum and Canada became a way for her to find comfort 
being in Boston. Vinny, on the other hand, connected with the Arboretum on a symbolic 
level. His assertion that, “all these plants from all over, but they still coexist” reveals that 
the multicultural nature of the city is important to him. Although Vinny grew up in a 
Native community, he faced discrimination from the surrounding white society (Field 
notes, May 18, 2015). In contrast to other Natives who arrive from large reservations, 
living in an ethnically diverse place is comforting to him: “Look at all these races, all 
these faces [in the city]!” he exclaimed (Field notes, May 18, 2015). For Vinny, seeing 
the trees thrive and grow in an urban environment, amongst unfamiliar trees, gives him 
hope that he will be able to be successful as well.  
The way that Vinny and Ruth make meaning from the Arboretum’s landscape 
relates to the experiences of other diaspora communities. Other studies among displaced 
communities show that sense of place is achieved through creating a sense of home in the 
unfamiliar space. McMichael (2002) examines the experiences of Somali refugees in 
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Australia, and the issues of making home/place within a new place. Through the assertion 
that “everywhere is Allah’s place,” refugees achieve a sense of belonging to place 
socially and culturally, although the physical environment in which they are situated has 
changed. In a study exploring the experiences of Vietnamese immigrants’ relationship to 
place in the United States, researchers also found that the community encompasses 
architectural design and cultural celebrations—aspects of their social and physical 
environments—into their sense of place (Mazumdar et al, 2000). For displaced 
communities, landscape becomes “home” through strong social and cultural connections 
that interact with the physical space.  
Place-making and Medical Citizenship within the Place-politic 
In separate interviews, both Ruth and Vinny also reveal that the structural 
dimensions of Boston contributed to their place-making in the city. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, Ruth spends much of her time worrying about the safety of her 
building, and its deteriorating conditions. However, during the interview I was struck by 
how positively she described her experience living in Boston. At one point, she pointed to 
her chest and explained, “Boston saved me” (Interview, June 26, 2015). When I inquired 
further, she said: 
In the 70s I needed heart surgery, and I was here, in Boston. I went to Boston 
Medical, and they did the surgery. So I am grateful to Boston. Being here in the 
city, it saved me [taps chest]. (Interview June 26, 2015).  
 
In Ruth’s view, if she had not been living in an urban environment, she may not have 
received the medical care that she needed. Her place in the city and her reason for being 
in Boston, therefore, are legitimized through the “life-saving” surgery.  
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 Likewise, Vinny reveals that he feels “saved” by living in Boston. As outlined in 
chapter 3, his narrative touches on the environmental, social, and structural barriers to 
living in Boston. However, in our interview he also describes his positive experience 
connecting to Native American LifeLines: 
It took me awhile and took me awhile to trust and all that, y’know, um, but I found 
the office of Native American LifeLines. And uh [pause] truer words could never 
be spoken: I found my place. I found my, uh, channels that I didn’t know existed. 
Such a caring and serious State [Massachusetts] about the underdog—not 
necessarily just about the American Indians but all who are in poverty. Um, and 
um, I don’t think I’m ever leaving. (Interview May 18, 2015).  
 
For Vinny, connecting with the NAL’s services allowed him to “find his place” in 
Boston. Moreover, gaining access to these services caused him to view Massachusetts 
with a more favorable outlook generally, characterizing it as a “caring and serious State 
about the underdog.” Feeling this way, he notices more positive aspects of the city: 
And the first thing that I realized about Boston is you’re not gonna go hungry if 
you’re in Boston. It’s impossible. There’s so many open doors to feed you here in 
Boston. So much care that it’s overwhelming. The whole state of Mass was so 
forcibly out to give—I mean there’s signs on the buses cuz, that says—or pointing 
right by the street in great big billboards that says—“I’m for mental health, what 
about you?” “I’m for homeless, what about you?” Y’know, um, “Let’s walk for 
suicide. C’mon!” Um, “Try!” (Interview May 18, 2015).  
 
Vinny crafts a positive narrative of Boston’s structural landscape as a place that exists to 
support “the underdog.” By characterizing himself as the underdog, Vinny is able to 
insert himself into this landscape in a socially-accepted way; the billboards and bus signs 
have created a space for his marginality to be noticed by the mainstream.  
 Just as Ruth feels that her reason for being in the city was legitimized by her 
surgery, Vinny perceives that his own struggles with homelessness and mental illness are 
legitimized within Boston’s structural landscape. Through the narratives of Vinny and 
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Ruth, we see a “medical citizenship” emerge as a form of place-making in the city. 
Similar to Petryna’s (2003) concept of “biological citizenship”, wherein individuals use 
shared diagnosis to validate the self, their societal role, and benefits that come with said 
diagnosis, I use the term “medical citizenship” to show how access to clinical services 
helps Ruth and Vinny make place. I differentiate the terms “biological citizenship” and 
“medical citizenship” as Ruth and Vinny do not necessarily share a diagnosis, yet they 
both used Boston’s medical system as a way to legitimize their role and place in the city. 
By becoming “medical citizens,” Vinny and Ruth become part of Boston’s patient body 
politic. In this way, place-politic and the body politic interact to create a paradoxical 
sense of place: interacting with the structural landscape of Boston’s services and 
networks of care produce stressors in terms of access, transportation and cost, but also 
validates their “reason” for being in the city: gaining access to services.  
 In the following sections I will show how participants interact with the physical, 
social, and structural landscapes of Boston to craft a sense of place that both creates a 
proxy for home, and validates their reasons for moving to the city and their identity 
within it. Discussed earlier, urban place-making is a process that interacts with the body 
multiple in unique and at times contradictory ways, with ramifications for urban Native 
wellness. Anthropologist Setha Low (2014) calls this phenomenon “embodied space” 
wherein individuals act as:  
[A] spatiotemporal unit with feelings, thoughts, preferences, and intentions as 
well as out-of awareness cultural beliefs and practices—who creates space as a 
potentiality for social relations, giving it meaning, form, and ultimately through 
the patterning of everyday movements, produces place and landscape (pg. 35).  
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As this chapter will illustrate, participants both embody and produce socially-constructed 
“Native” spaces within Boston’s urban landscape.  
 
Toward an “Indigenous Habitus?” 
 
 Chapter 3 outlined how Boston as a “place” creates landscapes of distress for its 
urban Native population. This chapter will examine how participants assert agency 
amongst these landscapes, interacting with one another and constructing a sense of place 
which is beneficial to their overall well-being. To ignore the ways participants push back 
against the stressors of Boston would wrongfully present them as passive actors, making 
them complicit in their own marginality through inaction. This, however, is not the case. 
As Diane told me in her interview:  
Native people are known for our survival and skills to thrive in the worst 
conditions possible... The United States government realized that one’s culture 
begins with their connection to homelands; that is why Native tribes were 
constantly being removed from their homelands. Uprooting broke the connection 
to the culture and a sense of security that came through traditions. Can Native 
people survive this uprooting? Yes. Through adaptation. Adaptation is inevitable 
to every group at one time in his history, and the ones that adapt best are the ones 
who survive. (Interview, June 3, 2015).  
 
Native people have endured forced displacement, cultural dislocation, and separation 
from family and tradition. Yet, as Diane states, Native Americans continue to survive. In 
Diane’s view, they endure through adaptation. Incorporating a political ecology approach 
into an investigation of urban Native critical-phenomenological experiences of place-
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making,29 we can perhaps characterize the process of making place in a landscape of 
distress as an adaptive process.  
Bourdieu’s Habitus 
 A form of place-adaptation commonly cited in social science literature is 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. Although habitus has its origins in 
ancient Greek philosophy (to describe the individual’s state of being), Bourdieu refined 
its modern connotation. By Bourdieu’s definition, habitus means an individual’s 
socialized behavior and belief, embedded within society’s structures (Samuelson et al, 
2004). Habitus is a form of non-discursive knowledge, “principles which generate and 
organize practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes, 
without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations 
necessary in order to attain them” (Bourdieu 1990). This builds upon Mauss’ theory of 
habitus as a discourse of the body, which consists of the totality of learned habits and 
skills (Bourdieu 1990). In other words, habitus is an embodied process. Individuals have 
fully adapted and acculturated to a place when it becomes part of their habitus, 
subconsciously informing their decisions, behaviors, and interactions within the 
landscape. 
 Bourdieu also writes that habitus lends itself to the acquisition of social capital 
through a process called symbolic labor. He argues symbolic labor—the process of 
cultural production and signification—is as important as economic labor in the 
                                               
29 See Background chapter for detailed discussion of political ecology and critical 
phenomenology. 
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reproduction of social life (Swartz 1997). Craig’s attempts to maintain communication 
with his tribe year-round, described in in chapter 3, is a form of symbolic labor. His 
efforts at maintaining “reciprocal obligations” signify that he is a “legitimate” member of 
his tribe, allowing him to maintain his social standing with his home community. These 
unconscious social environments also serve to reinforce hierarchies and ways of 
obtaining prestige, “legitimating arbitrary relations of power as the natural order of 
things” (Swartz 1997:30). Bourgois and Schonberg (2004) write about behaviors and 
societal organization of injection drug users within a landscape of structural violence. 
Likewise, Wacquant (1995) investigates the habitus of a Chicago boxing ring, detailing 
how the “controlled violence” of the ring gives its fighters agency and social standing 
within the superstructure of neighborhood dispossession. Habitus, and its social 
implications, shifts depending on social role and social context.  
Habitus and Indigenous Communities 
 From the above definitions, it is logical to assume that habitus would be a useful 
theoretical concept to frame urban adaptation and place-making among Native 
communities. However, if we return to the role of “place” within the Indigenous 
worldview, then it becomes apparent that habitus in its current conceptions (or at least 
Bourdieu’s and Bourgois’ use of it), is not wholly applicable to this population. 
According to Bourdieu’s definition, habitus is formed when the behaviors become 
automatic and accepted, and the original purpose of that behavior or belief is no longer 
recalled or consciously considered but fully socialized and practiced (Bourdieu 1990). 
However, overtly connecting behaviors to traditions and cultural teachings (sometimes 
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called “Original Instructions” [Walters et al., 2011:165]) is a source of strength for many 
Indigenous communities (Walters et al, 2011). According to Diane, the actions of her 
tribe throughout the year are deeply rooted in tradition, and their origins are not 
forgotten: 
For eastern woodland tribal nations our identity comes from our culture, and our 
culture specifically comes from the connections and interaction we have with our 
environment that sustains our lives. Our culture evolved through repetition of 
doing and deepening on the four seasons, and what could be harvested and stored 
for nutrition, shelter, and temp-um, warmth to sustain our lives. From these 
predictable, seasonal, experiences came [our] traditions. (Interview, June 3, 
2015).  
 
In fact, these behaviors and traditions cannot be fully socialized if their original meaning 
is unknown to the participant. For cultures with a strong oral tradition, unconscious 
actions that constitute habitus do not apply to social capital acquisition, or at least do not 
provide a useful analytical category.  
As Diane’s narrative above reveals, cultural teaching and learned behaviors are 
intimately tied to the landscape. “Traditions become sacred,” she argues, “because they 
are what keep us connected to the place(s) we call home” (Interview, June 3, 2015).  This 
is precisely why dis-placement is so traumatizing to Indigenous communities.30 Basso 
(1996) writes, “losing the land is something Western Apaches can ill-afford to do, for 
geographical features have served the people for centuries as indispensable pegs on 
which to hang moral teachings of their history” (62). Bourdieu writes that habitus is a set 
of unconscious principles and practices divorced from intent or origin (1990), yet to 
Indigenous peoples, actions cannot be separated from geographic context. As one First 
                                               
30 For more on historical trauma related to displacement, see Background chapter.  
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Nations elder writes, “Mother Earth is in everything that you see. You look everywhere 
on earth and you see Mother Earth. The way you raise your children, the way people do 
things together, the way we live among our people. She is in everything we do” (Wilson 
2003, in Walters et al, 2011). If habitus exists beneath the level of ideology (Bourdieu 
1990:66), then there is room to question whether a Bourdieusian habitus can exist in a 
worldview where landscape fuels ideology, which in turn fuels conscious behavior.  
Finally, the sociological conception of habitus is troubling for the study of the 
Indigenous place-body multiple. Mauss (1934) writes that habitus is “anchored” in the 
body through learned habits, skills, styles, and tastes. However, such an approach 
assumes the body to be a static entity, subject to the influences of the social environment 
but not any other experience of place. In his study of Tongan athletes in the diaspora, 
Besnier (2012) writes, “the body is the instrument that mediates the subjective and the 
objective... [where] agents are often embedded in several contexts at once” (2). The 
experience of the body, in other words, is modified at an “objective” physiological level, 
a “subjective” sociological level, and at a macro-political, discourse-driven level. 
Therefore, Besnier argues,  
These qualities [of the body] render the mediating role of ‘habitus’ and ‘hexis’ 
[from Aristotle: one’s stable disposition, character] particularly problematic for a 
theory [of bodies] that seeks to undermine the dichotomy of the subjective and 
objective (2012:3).   
 
As I argued in Chapter 3, urban Native bodies mediate social and physical space, they 
exist on a “subjective” and “objective” plane through their interactions with landscapes of 
distress. Rather than embodying social norms within a physical space—as is the case with 
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Mauss’ habitus—the space itself becomes embodied. This phenomenon reflects the 
Indigenous worldview of “place-as-self.” 
If Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is to be challenged within an Indigenous 
worldview of place and its ties to conscious social behaviors, then what becomes of urban 
Natives, who are not embedded within their traditional landscapes? In Diane’s view, 
“When a Native person is taken from their roots of their cultural land base, their 
equilibrium is unbalanced” in both a social and physical sense (Interview, June 3, 2015). 
Perhaps, then, it would be useful to characterize urban Native place-making as a kind of 
“Indigenous habitus,” a blending of Bourdieu’s definition and the conscious Indigenous 
experience of “place-as-self.” Through navigating Boston’s social landscape, this chapter 
will show how urban Natives build community and gain social capital. However, this is 
done with a conscious experience of “remaining connected” to the landscape, and 
establishing social and physical “proxies” of their homelands. Through forming an 
“Indigenous habitus” urban Natives adapt to life in Boston, while consciously 
incorporating place into their decisions and actions.  
 
Creating a Social Sense of Place 
 
 On a sunny spring afternoon, a group of Native Americans board a public bus 
carrying bags of fertilizer, seeds, cumbersome gardening tools, musical instruments, and 
a cooler filled with sandwiches. They are headed to the community garden plot for the 
first time, ready to plant a variety of herbs and vegetables that will feed their families. 
Traveling during rush hour, they garner a number of curious stares, and a few exasperated 
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looks from harried commuters trying to navigate their way around a growing tomato 
plant placed precariously on a seat. One woman, however, stares at the group more 
intently than other passengers. She appears to be in her mid-sixties with long, graying 
hair that frames her bespectacled face. After a few moments, she asks a member of the 
group, “excuse me, are you Native American by any chance?” Martha, an outgoing elder 
with a quick tongue, proudly replies, “Why yes, we are!” 
“Ah,” the woman says, “I knew it, I could tell by your jewelry. I’m Taíno,31 from 
the Caribbean. Where are you going to plant all this?” she asks, gesturing at the materials 
that are slowly becoming more and more of an inconvenience on the crowded bus.  
“We have a community garden!” Martha exclaims proudly. “And it’s just for us 
Natives, through the organization Native American LifeLines.” The woman’s eyes 
widen, “An organization like that exists? I never knew... I’ll have to come check you 
guys out. That’s wonderful that there’s a garden. Wonderful.” (Fieldnotes, May 14, 
2015).  
 According to Native American LifeLines staff members, this is a common 
exchange on public transportation. Lisa expresses in frustration, “Natives are out there in 
Boston, they just don’t know how to find us...so you try to reach out in whatever way you 
can” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015). As the story above shows, dressing in a way that 
signifies a Native cultural identity—such as jewelry, or wearing their hair in braids (as 
Maria’s story in chapter 3 illustrates)—gives other urban Natives the opportunity to reach 
out and connect with one another. The desire to meet other Native Americans living in 
                                               
31 The Taíno are an Indigenous People from the Caribbean.  
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the city is spurred by feelings of isolation, as well as the stress of constantly having to 
“prove” one’s identity. As Lisa states:  
I think if you—especially if you grew up in that environment where you’re 
surrounded by a Native community and that’s just like part of your identity in that 
sense, moving somewhere where you’re suddenly like by yourself, like you’re the 
only Native that you know of, you’re definitely looking for like some—some way 
to get back in touch. Like, you’re—like I’m always missin’ home that sense of like, 
where I’m constantly defending my identity or educating someone about what I 
am, or—or being questioned.  (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
Although urban Natives feel constant pressure to defend their identity to outsiders, they 
are also drawn to individuals who display certain signifiers of Native identity.32 As Lisa’s 
statements reveal, these potential connections are a way for Boston’s urban Natives to 
form spaces where their identity is affirmed—a proxy for the social space of the 
reservation. In her words, these spaces are a way for those who are “missin’ home” to 
“get back in touch.” This is perhaps why Martha was quick to state that the garden was 
“just for us Natives,” due to a sense of pride that they have carved out a social (and 
physical) space in the city to assert their cultural identity, as a public extension of the 
culture class meeting room. Her use of “us Natives,” rather than “Natives” is also 
significant: it implies that she accepts the woman’s claim to Taíno identity at face-value, 
perhaps reminded of her own exhaustion from constantly trying to prove her Native 
heritage.  
 
 
                                               
32 For more on the use of purposeful signifiers in the creation of a pan-Indian identity in cities, see 
Chapter 5. 
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Social Proxies  
 Native Americans living in Boston form an urban sense of place by creating 
social proxies for their home communities, where they are not under constant pressure to 
prove their Native status to everyone they meet in their daily life. For instance, Jennifer 
notes that the first thing she does when moving to a new place is seek out a Native 
community center: 
Like knowing that there’s a Native community and knowing that those people 
know where other Indians are [is important to me]. And knowing that like, like 
about Boston, I know that LifeLines is here so I know that I could come here and 
find other Natives um, I never been there and I don’t know where it is but I know 
I’ve heard of NAICOB, so I could probably go there and find other Natives too. 
But, I know for me that I could go to other urban centers around the country and 
find other Indians if that’s what I needed, um that sense of community. Which has 
been like [pause] life-changing for me... Yeah, you don’t have to like, explain like 
your entire life to somebody. Like everybody just knows it cuz it’s their life too. 
[Everyone murmurs in agreement] (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
Jennifer’s statements reveal that seeking out fellow Natives is important to her because 
they might know where to find other Natives living in the city. Significantly she notes 
that connecting with other Natives is “life-changing,” because she feels that she does not 
have to “explain [her] entire life to somebody.” As Chapter 5 will explore, the pressure 
that urban Natives feel to “prove” their ethnic identity produces physical and social 
stressors. Thus, these socially-constructed proxies for home not only allow Natives to feel 
that their “place” in the city is justified, but encourage mental and physical well-being as 
well.  
Meeting other Natives in order to expand his social network is part of the place-
making process for Craig, who also grew up in a predominantly Native community: 
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Oh absolutely, it was critically important [connecting with other Natives in 
Boston]. Uh I grew up in uh predominantly—vastly predominantly Native 
community. Uh so…uh oddly enough, even though we didn’t live on a reservation, 
thanks to Jim Crow and segregation in the South, the schools that I went to had 
previously all been Indian schools...Uh I have been involved with uh the social 
activities of Native American lifelines. And uh, and-and that’s been enjoyable, 
meeting other Native people that I hadn’t met before (Interview, June 9, 2015).  
 
For Craig, connecting with Natives in the city was a vital way to stave off feelings of 
loneliness and frustration. This process also made the contrast between Boston and home 
appear less extreme.  
 As Craig mentions, organizations such as Native American LifeLines facilitate 
the process of social place-making through hosting community gatherings and 
opportunities for social interaction. These events do not necessarily need to be 
specifically designated as “socials” (such as gatherings and powwows) to facilitate the 
process of place-making. For instance, Selena tells me that her mother became very 
involved in a weekly diabetes support group, because it allowed her to maintain 
community ties: 
There used to be this diabetes prevention and support group over at NAICOB, 
and my mother and all the other Mic-Mac women used to go. They would always 
go to talk and laugh; it was when they’d get to see each other! It was social 
time—a time when all of them got to hang out! (Fieldnotes, July 15, 2015).  
 
There is a plethora of literature on the role therapy management groups, particularly 
diabetes management groups, play in achieving a sense of social support and wellness 
(Ferreira and Lang 2006; Nadeau et al 2008; Janzen 1987). However, Selena’s story 
reveals that these groups sometimes serve community purposes, in addition to dealing 
with the illness in question. The meeting room functioned as a social space for Selena’s 
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mother and friends—as she stated, the meetings often had little to do with diabetes 
management.  
Culture class at Native American LifeLines functions in a similar vein: in addition 
to working on their designated crafts, participants share health tips, birth stories, music, 
and general gossip (Field notes, 2014-2015). Culture class also provides a space where 
clients can discuss the struggles of trying to maintain a distinct cultural identity in the 
city. For instance, one November evening a young father named Lenny arrives, stressed 
because his elementary school-aged son wants to cut his hair to make his mother happy 
(Lenny is separated from the mother). However, Lenny believes that the mother is 
influencing his son’s decision:  
He’s gonna regret it when he goes to powwow and all the Indian boys have long 
hair and he doesn’t,” he says, “I don’t want him to be confused about his identity, 
I want him to know who he is…and he’s young but he already recognizes the 
good medicine in long hair, and his mother always complains about it, but just put 
it in a bun! How can I put feathers in his hair for powwow if it’s short? 
 
Katelyn, another parent at culture class, looks up from her beadwork and gives the 
following advice:  
We cut my son’s hair when he was about 4…he came to school with feathers 
from powwow and was so proud, but all the kids laughed at him and called him a 
girl and even the teacher said ‘That’s weird’—it was horrible! So we decided to 
cut it so he wouldn’t be confused about if he was a girl and to stop problems at 
school. And he hated it! He said ‘Mom I look like a bald eagle!’ And since then 
he’s always wanted to keep his hair long—cutting it actually made him more sure 
[sic] of his identity, that long hair was what he wanted (Field notes, November 13, 
2014).  
 
In the space of culture class room, clients are able to offer each other advice on 
how to deal with issues of maintaining cultural identity, and passing it on to the next 
generation. Lenny felt comfortable explaining the issue to the room because he knew 
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someone would understand. Katelyn, in response, offered advice based on her own 
parenting experiences. The social space that culture class provides becomes a proxy for 
home communities, where members share a cultural identity. In this sense, culture class 
functions as a form of social place-making in the way Jennifer describes above: it 
provides a space where “you don’t have to like, explain like your entire life to somebody. 
Like everybody just knows it cuz it’s their life too” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015). While 
in Chapter 3 I discussed how the social body of urban Natives is a metaphor of 
invisibility on the city streets, within these purposefully (re-)constructed social spaces 
urban Natives are highly visible and mutually understood.  
Social Media and Sense of Place 
` The previous section detailed ways in which Native Americans in Boston 
construct shared social spaces to assert their identity and connect with other Natives. A 
similar phenomenon occurs in Boston’s digital landscape, on social media platforms such 
as Facebook (or as some older participants calls it, “the FB”). Participants construct 
online spaces to identify Native organizations in their city, as well as stay connected to 
their home communities. Social media platforms also become a forum to assert cultural 
and linguistic identity. For instance, during a talking circle a Micmac elder states,  
We go on Facebook and we talk in Micmac... sometimes it takes awhile [to read], 
but we still use it. At home in Canada, they teach Micmac in schools now because 
everyone talks in English at home! (Field notes, December 4, 2014).  
 
By using digital spaces as a place to speak in their native languages, participants feel that 
they are able to play a role in protecting their heritage and culture, even while living in 
the city. This phenomenon is similar to the virtual place-making that takes place within 
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the disability community, on interactive platforms such as Second Life. Anthropologists 
have found that within these virtual spaces, participants are able to explore the 
“commonalities” of disability, and as a place to assert their social identities (Boellstorff 
and Kreuger, 2015).  
Somewhat conversely, urban Natives who have grown up in the city can use 
social media to learn more about their heritage. This phenomenon has been recorded 
among other Native communities, such as the Occaneechi Band of the Saponi Nation in 
North Carolina (Mellett 2013). During his interview, Carlos emphasizes the important 
role of Facebook in his decision to reach out to Native American LifeLines: 
To be honest with you I never really connected with other Natives until recently, 
here, um I really, I wasn’t really much about my Native American side I guess you 
could say, up until a few years ago, y’know. Being half Native American, half 
Puerto Rican, being-living in areas that are predominantly Puerto Rican when 
people asked ‘what are you?’ I always said ‘oh, I’m Puerto Rican.’ I never really 
said, y’know, ‘half Native American’. Um, but now, y’know, I try to find out more 
about myself, more about my culture, and going back and forth to Canada, 
y’know has made me open my eyes to that, y’know honestly. I mean I asked my 
mom a lot of questions , um, I ask my uncles questions, my aunts questions, 
y’know, um [pause]. But there’s—really the only ones [Native Americans] I see 
are like, I’ve met a couple of people through here [Native LifeLines], um, and I’ve 
seen them around the town, y’know, I don’t really say hi to them because I don’t 
know them yet, y’know so... It really wasn’t—honestly it was probably more 
Facebook that impacted me to learn more about my heritage because I see my 
family up there—Nova Scotia—and y’know, just how they are, how they live, 
y’know, uh, it just got me, got me wondering more about my heritage (Interview, 
June 2, 2015) 
 
Living in a space with predominantly Puerto Rican residents, Carlos chose to emphasize 
that aspect of his heritage for most of his life. However, through images shared on social 
media, he became interested in his Native family’s way of life in Canada. Carlos also 
feels socially isolated from other Natives in the Boston, saying, “I don’t really say hi to 
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[them] because I don’t know them yet.” Facebook, therefore, provides him with a 
platform to connect to other Natives and find his “place” in the Native community, even 
though he may feel shy reaching out in person.  
 The websites and Facebook pages of Boston’s various Native American 
organizations explicitly aim to connect individuals like Carlos, and recent arrivals to the 
city, to Boston’s Native American community. A content analysis33 of the Facebook 
pages of three Native organizations: NAL, NAICOB, and the Massachusetts Center for 
Native American Awareness (MCNAA) reveals that each page aims to promote a “pan-
Indian” identity through the use of website color schemes, symbols, and non-tribe 
specific language. For example, the banner on the NAL Facebook page depicts common 
cultural symbols such as a turtle, a powwow dancer, baskets, and burning sage.  
 
Fig 4.2: NAL Facebook page; Image Courtesy of Native American LifeLines of Boston 
 
Perhaps, easily recognizable “Indian” cultural symbols are used to make the sites 
more welcoming to prospective clients, who come from diverse tribal backgrounds yet all 
                                               
33 See Methods chapter for description of Content Analysis methodology 
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platform to connect to other Natives and find his “place” in the Native community, even 
though he may feel shy reaching out in person.  
 The websites and Facebook pages of Boston’s various Native American 
organizations explicitly aim to connect individuals like Carlos, and recent arrivals to the 
city, to Boston’s Native American community. A content analysis33 of the Facebook 
pages of three Native organizations: NAL, NAICOB, and the Massachusetts Center for 
Native American Awareness (MCNAA) reveals that each page aims to promote a “pan-
Indian” identity through the use of website color schemes, symbols, and non-tribe 
specific language. For example, the banner on the NAL Facebook page depicts common 
cultural symbols such as a turtle, a powwow dancer, baskets, and burning sage.  
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share the common experience of being Native American in the city. The use of common 
motifs on each page is also indicative of the fact that these websites are the “public face” 
for Native American experiences in the city. These themes align with the results of other 
urban Indian organizations across the country. On the “Overview” page of the Phoenix 
Indian Center’s website, for instance, it says, “we recognize that as urban people we all 
have a strong connection to our homeland, our tribe, and are living an urban experience” 
(Phoenix Indian Center, 2014). 
The pages of these three urban Indian organizations serve as virtual beacons for 
urban Natives to find each other within the city, and also to be engaged with the city itself 
through advertising local events and services. One of the major purposes of these 
Facebook pages is to create constructed traditional spaces where Native Americans from 
around the country can connect and share aspects of their culture. For instance, the 
MCNAA page shares links to news articles about events and issues in “Indian Country” 
as a whole, not merely greater Boston area.  As the pages analyzed here demonstrate, 
urban Indian organizations identify themselves as places to both find health and cultivate 
a “home” that is simultaneously grounded in the local social network of the city and 
connected to a national “urban Indian” identity.   
In this sense, it can be argued that the invisible Native social body is translated 
online into a digital body that is confident and connected. According to Carlos: 
I went from being—not ashamed, that’s not the words I’m looking for, I’m not 
even sure what the word I’m looking for, but—I guess I was always embarrassed 
to say I was Native American, because I felt that there wasn’t that many out there, 
y’know, I felt that I would just be the oddball amongst all my friends. But y’know, 
I’m quite proud to be Native, y’know, and I do my best to- I tell everybody, 
y’know I’m half Native American, half Puerto Rican, y’know and I’m very proud 
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of it, y’know, and I wanna be able to teach my kids about their culture (Interview, 
June 2, 2015) 
 
Through the use of social media, Carlos’ digital body became connected to the Native 
American community. This led him to the Native American LifeLines Facebook page, 
where he gained more confidence becoming involved in the community: 
I’d like to try to make time to come to some of your, y’know classes that you guys 
[NAL] give and stuff, like I’m friends—y’know not friends, but I see you guys on 
facebook too, and like, I seen a couple things you guys offered, and y’know I 
wanna come (Interview, June 2, 2015). 
 
Social media platforms, therefore, lend themselves to interpersonal social place 
formation, in addition to the virtual. Through co-opting a “pan-Indian” or pan-Native 
identity, while simultaneously asserting cultural identity, the digital body and virtual 
space interact to produce an urban Native sense of place. In this way, the place/body 
multiple concept can be extended to include digital spaces and identities. Through 
engagement with “Native” digital spaces, urban Natives craft a route to integrate into 
Boston’s social and physical landscape.  
 
Place-as-Proxy: Boston’s Physical Landscape 
 The section above outlined the ways in which the urban Native social body 
interacts with Boston’s social landscape in an effort to “make place” within the city. In 
this section, I will explore the positive aspects of the urban Native place/ body multiple 
by examining the relationship between urban Native wellness and the physical spaces of 
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the city. Through interviews and a technique called photo-voice,34 participants conveyed 
to me the variety of locations in the Boston area that they visit to de-stress and reflect on 
well-being. Overwhelmingly, these locations are “natural” spaces within the city that 
construct a reality where the urban monotony of brick and concrete no longer exist. By 
seeking out Boston’s green spaces, urban Natives take advantage of the city’s constructed 
proxies for the “natural environment” to create their own proxies for their home 
environments. As the examples below will illustrate, to construct a sense of place, 
participants seek out a physical approximation of home.  
Seeking the “Natural” 
 While walking through the Arboretum with clients of Native American LifeLines 
(see Chapter 4 introduction) Vinny comes up beside me, his long legs keeping pace with 
my lanky stride. “Hey there sis,” he says in his usual greeting, “beautiful day innit?” I 
smile back at him, “It really is.” We walk for a moment in content silence, until Vinny 
points to a gradual hill rising up from the west side of the path, “Hey now, I wanna show 
you a place up there. After talking the other day, I think you’d like to see it.” 
 I agree and we turn off the path, Vinny leaping easily up the hill, guitar bouncing 
on his back, while I struggle to keep stray branches from snapping at my face. After a 
few mosquito-filled minutes, we arrive in a clearing framed by a large, welcoming tree 
and downed branches that serve as natural benches. I stand in awe, previously unaware 
that my eyes could comprehend so many shades of green. “Take a picture of this place!” 
Vinny directs me, laughing, “Ever seen anything like it? This is where I like to come 
                                               
34 See Methods chapter for a discussion of photo-voice methodology and sample size.  
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when I have struggles... and just be at peace, play my music.” He smiles, eyes dancing as 
he takes in the clearing, “It’s beautiful” (Field notes, June 18, 2015).  
 
Fig. 4.3: Clearing in the Arboretum (Lynch, 2015) 
 I had interviewed Vinny a month previously, during which time he shared his 
struggles of arriving in Boston mid-winter, homeless, and unfamiliar with the city.35 As I 
discuss in Chapter 3, he crafts a metaphor in which Boston’s landscape becomes an 
“urban forest;” a strategy which helps him apply survival skills honed within his 
homeland’s environment to life in the city. However despite crafting this metaphor, 
during the interview he also spoke to the need to find an actual, physical forest within 
Boston—a familiar, physical environment: 
 So I stayed, and I searched and I searched and I searched and I found a forest. I 
knew if I could find a forest I’d be all right. So lo and behold, the Native 
                                               
35 For a detailed account of Vinny’s experiences, see Chapter 3. 
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American LifeLines offices were close by [to the Arboretum] (Interview, May 18, 
2015).  
 
Vinny describes the forest as “his favorite place to be” in Boston. Yet, when I asked him 
to describe how he felt in that place, he did not answer: tears in his eyes, he merely said, 
“It saved me” (Interview, May 18, 2015).  
 Carlos also emphasized his need to seek out natural spaces within Boston, 
although he grew up in the city.  When I asked him “where is your favorite place to be, 
either in the city, or visiting somewhere?” he immediately replied: 
Y’know believe it or not, I love nature. And, I like going to like, Castle Island, and 
um I like being around the water, listening to the ocean. Y’know when I used to 
live in like, Indiana, I used to go to the lake and y’know just listen to the water—
which isn’t the same thing, y’know, lake water versus ocean water. But I find 
myself, like a lot, just going to Castle Island, just taking in the air, and walking 
around, and y’know watching people fish, and y’know I enjoy stuff like that, 
y’know? Um, going to the parks, um y’know being around Nature. (Interview 
June 2, 2015). 
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   Fig. 4.4:  Castle Island (Lynch, 2015) 
 
Carlos emphasizes the sensory experiences of nature: listening to the water, taking 
(breathing) in the air, and watching people go fishing. Carlos has spent most of his life 
living in urban areas, although he traveled briefly to Indiana for school, and visits his 
First Nations relatives in Nova Scotia. Seeking out natural spaces provides a contrast to 
the urban environment of his daily life-world, and perhaps reminds him of positive 
experiences he had in Indiana and in Canada. He goes on to say,  
I can go to uh, um Castle Island whenever I want. I even go late at night, like 
sometimes when I can’t sleep I’ll take a drive out to South Boston or, um, just to 
take in the air and just, y’know, it puts my mind at ease, y’know. I just, living in 
the city—y’know when I was in Nova Scotia, um, Cape Bretton, there’s nothing 
but water all around you. And I just, I loved it out there. It was quiet, y’know, you 
don’t get that same option [here]. (Interview,June 2, 2015).  
 
As discussed in the previous section, Carlos is in the process of learning more about his 
Native American heritage. In the process of place-making, and thus urban Native 
identity-making, he seeks out places which remind him of his family’s homeland in Nova 
Scotia. Carlos remembers the quiet of “the water all around you,” and seeks to re-create 
that same experience living in Boston.  
Physical place and well-being 
In his interview, Carlos emphasizes the importance of natural spaces on his 
mental well-being. He states,  
I’m very big on my quiet time, and to me, just living in the city with y’know all the 
loud noise and craziness going on, just going up to those places it just, releases 
my mind I guess you could say, I just feel more peace, sometimes. Because y’know 
during the day I’m working as a mechanic and I’m busting my butt and dealing 
with people, and some people aren’t the easiest people to deal with in the world, 
y’know, and just going off and doing my own thing, y’know. I feel that Nature is 
pretty much my best friend these days (Interview, June 2, 2015).  
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In Carlos’ earlier descriptions of Castle Island, he emphasized the sensory experiences of 
place. From this excerpt, it is clear that he wanted to highlight the physical and emotional 
contrast that nature provides from his daily life working as a mechanic in the city. To 
cope with the stressors that Carlos endures during daily life, visiting Castle Island 
“releases his mind.” 
In his statement “Nature is pretty much my best friend these days,” Carlos 
emphasizes the social role that nature plays in urban Native place-making. As discussed 
earlier in the chapter, Carlos feels socially isolated from Boston’s urban Native 
community, and uses social media as a way to establish initial connections. However, by 
visiting a place that is a physical proxy for his tribe’s ancestral land, he perhaps feels 
more connected to his heritage. Furthermore, visiting natural spaces becomes a way for 
Carlos to cope with the structural and social issues associated with living in a city. Carlos 
works long hours as a mechanic, dealing with rude and frustrated customers. Unable to 
turn to a community (or not feeling part of one) to cope with these interpersonal stressors, 
Carlos visits nature: a “best friend” and a listening ear.  
Other participants also focus on the ways in which their “favorite places” in the 
Boston helped their physical and mental well-being. Lydia is a graduate student of mixed 
Native heritage, with family from tribes in the northeast and in the southern United 
States. She sent me a photo of Wollaston Beach, describing it as a “favorite spot” in the 
city: 
I was able to get a pic from my... favorite running spot on Wollaston Beach in 
Quincy a little while ago. This is another favorite spot as it is on the water, and is 
always calming after a day inside. It definitely de-stresses me after school and 
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work stress and gives me alone time to think. (Personal communication, July 21, 
2015).  
 
    Fig 4.5: Wollaston Beach (Participant- Submitted) 
Like Carlos, Lydia also perceives the water to have a calming influence. She seeks 
natural spaces as a contrast from the indoor environment of her workplace, similar to the 
way Carlos visits Castle Island after working in the garage as a mechanic. Lydia is 
attracted to natural spaces because they give her “alone time” to think and de-stress. In 
contrast to social place-making, with its ultimate goal of building community, urban 
Natives seek physical spaces which isolate them from the social stresses of daily life.  
 Urban Natives also seek out physical spaces which support the health of the 
physical body. Lydia, for instance, is drawn to spaces near the water where she can go 
running, such as Wollaston Beach and Castle Island. Discussing her passion for running, 
she tells me,  
Castle Island in South Boston is a favorite spot for me to go running.  I have been 
a runner since I was 15 and this route is a place where I find peace and get re-
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energized after a busy and at times, chaotic day. I love feeling the fresh air and 
being on the ocean...it's like a mini escape!  (Personal communication, July 15, 
2015). 
 
Places near the water are an “escape” for Lydia, although they exist within the boundaries 
of Boston. Like Carlos, she emphasizes sensory aspects of place in fostering feels of 
escape, such as “feeling the fresh air.”  
 Selena’s favorite place is also close to the water. Similar to Lena, she uses her 
time in this space to consciously improve her own health: 
I chose this place by the waterfront in Boston. I feel more relaxed here, it brings 
me to reflect on how to be more healthier [sic]. It also clears my mind, and by 
doing this I’m more healthy cause I can focus on me, [and ways that I can] to do 
better (Personal communication, July 10, 2015). 
  
  Fig. 4.6: View from the Boston Harbor (Participant-
Submitted) 
 
Similar to other participants, Selena visits Boston waterfronts to foster reflection and 
relaxation. In the previous chapter, I discussed the stressors Selena experiences living in a 
structurally (and physically) violent environment in Boston, which causes her to fear for 
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the safety of her children. Thus, Selena uses her trips to the waterfront as a means of 
escape, where, as she states, “I can focus on me.” It is also significant that both Selena 
and Carlos chose locations by the water, because their families belong to the same coastal 
tribe in Canada. The physical similarity of their chosen places of well-being lends weight 
to the prospect that these spaces function as physical proxies for the fondly-remembered 
spaces within their family’s homeland.  
 Only one participant sent me a photo from outside the Boston area. When asked 
to describe their favorite place, this participant36 spoke about visiting “the forest behind 
my home” in Rhode Island, rather than a place in the city (Interview, July 30, 2015). This 
forest is part of their ancestral homeland, “where my roots are” (Interview, July 30, 
2015). This space is now a state park, and therefore visiting it is also a political action for 
this participant. The forest connects this participant to family and cultural identity, and 
the act of occupying this space also asserts that Indigenous people still live and thrive in 
the area, even though “the hegemonic society defined me as someone who did not exist, 
and could only be found in past history” (Interview, June 3, 2015).  
                                               
36 I am not connecting this participant to their pseudonym, because the place-description given 
here, coupled with their story in other sections, would make them too easily identifiable.  
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 Fig. 4.7: Trail at Weetamoo Woods, Rhode Island 
(Participant-Submitted) 
 
Although this participant works in Boston, they, unlike many other participants, do not 
live far from their tribe’s traditional land base. Therefore, although they take part in 
social aspects of place-making in the city—such as joining culture class—they do not feel 
the same pressure to seek out physical places of well-being within the city. For this 
participant, there is no need to establish a physical proxy for home, because home is so 
easily accessible. In the place/body multiple, their social health is tied to the social body 
of the urban Native community, but the physical body migrates home.  
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Conclusion: Indigenous Place-making in Boston 
The physical, social, and political landscapes of Boston coalesce into a “landscape 
of distress” for the city’s urban Natives.37 Nevertheless, participants construct an urban 
sense of place to bolster both physical and social well-being. Although, as I argue above, 
these urban senses of place do not constitute a reformulated “Indigenous habitus,” they 
establish physical and social proxies for home. Through various social activities and the 
use of social media, urban Natives carve out and identify spaces wherein they can assert a 
Pan-Native cultural identity and connect with places that feel like home. By doing this, 
they craft a social body that is visible in digital as well as physical spaces, such as the 
NAL Facebook page and the community garden. Thus, digital engagement constitutes 
and extension of the place/body multiple. Conversely, physical place-making occurs 
when participants isolate themselves from the social body, and seek out approximations 
of their homeland. These become spaces for individual-psychological reflections on 
wellness, health, and notions of home. Place in Boston is therefore at once socially 
experienced, and individually-physically experienced at the waterfront, beaches, and 
forests.  
 Within the “place multiple” of Boston’s landscape, this chapter has illustrated that 
urban Natives access multiple spaces to foster overall well-being. Some may construct a 
sense of place primarily through social events, others through virtual connection, and still 
others by visiting physical proxies of their homeland. These social, digital, and physical 
means of constructing a socially-integrated identity constitute yet another facet of 
                                               
37 See Chapter 3 for discussion of landscapes of distress.  
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Boston’s place-multiple. The coalescence of these different facets of place: service 
agencies such as Native American LifeLines, digital “Native” social groups, social 
gatherings such as powwows, and access to “natural” city spaces like Castle Island, 
would facilitate sense of place production among Boston’s urban Natives. The place-
multiple lends itself to a complex process of place-making, and the disjunction between 
the social, virtual, and bureaucratic webs of connection contributes to the landscape of 
distress in which urban Natives find themselves.  
 The experiences of social and physical place-making reveal that urban Natives 
create a sense of place in the city that aligns with their “Indigenous habitus,” their notion 
of “place-as-self” that is carried over from their homeland. Although participants may 
live in an urban space, social assertions of cultural identity and physical forays into 
natural spaces reveal that urban Native senses of place—and the urban Native body 
multiple—cannot be separated from the cultural and physical landscapes of their heritage. 
Paradoxically, this interconnected sense of place, meant to foster well-being, creates 
stressors for urban Native self-identity. These stressors, and their implications for health 
and wellness, are the subject of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5: URBAN PLACE AND RAMIFICATIONS FOR IDENTITY 
 
You don’t look Indian to me.  
You aren’t the color brown I should see. 
Your hair is awful curly and not black 
And straight like what I’ve see on TV. 
No, You don’t look Indian to me.  
 – “You Don’t Look Indian to Me,” Charlene Hunt 
 
 On a cold December afternoon, a group of Native Americans gather in the Native 
American LifeLines meeting room. The culture class tables had been moved against the 
walls to make space for the circle of folding chairs in the center. Although the small, low-
ceilinged space feels cramped during the evening class, in these afternoon meetings the 
beige walls lined with bookshelves and health advocacy posters foster a sense of 
intimacy. I sit in the corner as the group enters for Talking Circle, a bi-weekly therapeutic 
gathering where participants talk about various stressors and health issues in a culturally-
relevant space.38 There is no set agenda for each class; as far as I could gather topics 
arose organically.  The facilitator—a friendly young Native public health student from 
Harvard—had invited me to sit in on the class. I try to minimize my presence as much as 
possible, staying in the periphery of the room, until the facilitator waves me forward. 
“Come to the circle with us,” he says with a grin, “everyone is welcome in here.” 
 The conversation this particular afternoon revolved around maintaining 
connections to culture and tribal history in daily life. Elise, an elder with her hair tucked 
underneath a purple cap she knit herself, speaks in fast, stressed tones. She worries that 
                                               
38 Explored in Chapter 4, a “culturally-relevant” space is a socially-constructed “Native” space 
where participants feel comfortable expressing aspects of their cultural identity, and handle issues 
in a way that is relevant and meaningful to their traditional values, beliefs, and practices.  
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she does not know enough about her cultural background, having lived in an urban area 
for most of her life. “I do all these things and I think ‘maybe it’s the Indian in me.’ I 
wanna take it and squeeze it out like a mop—isolate it so I can see my Indian ways. 
Because…” she pauses, “Because I feel like we talk a good game about being Indian, but 
we don’t know enough about doing, because we’re not as connected to our tribe.” 
 Another woman nods quietly as Elise speaks. In a soft voice, she replies, “I feel 
like - I feel like we need an elder to come in, maybe an elder to tell us about knowledge 
and spirituality?” Elise agrees enthusiastically, “Yes, yes I think so!” She laughs,  
Because we do talk a good game... y’know I can spot an Indian on the street from 
the way they talk or the things they do… we’re all different tribes, from different 
places, but it’s all a shared culture. (Field notes, December 4, 2014).  
 
The Balance of an Urban Identity 
 As Elise and other participants discuss, urban living creates stressors surrounding 
self-identity, or what makes them “Indian.” In her essay “Is Urban a Person or a Place?” 
Susan Lobo writes, “Urban doesn’t determine self-identity, yet the urban area and urban 
experiences are contexts that contribute to defining that identity” (2001:73). Although 
Natives who move to an urban area come with diverse tribal affiliations, interactions with 
urban spaces contribute to the formation of a distinct urban identity. As Elise states, 
“we’re all from different tribes, different places, but it’s all a shared culture.” While her 
statement conveys that there are shared features of Indigenous cultures, it also echoes 
Lobo’s sentiment that in urban areas, “community members recognize a shared identity” 
(2001:75). I presented an example of this in Chapter 3 when Maria yearns to talk to the 
children on the bus with braids in their hair, and in Chapter 4 when the Taíno woman 
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talks to Martha because of her Native-themed jewelry.39 Crafting an urban Native identity 
stems from a desire to be recognized, and a yearning to belong.  
 Urban Native community centers play a role in fostering an urban Native identity. 
Similar to the discussion on urban place-making in chapter 4, Lobo writes, “In this urban 
context, the Indian40 organizations come to powerfully represent Indian ‘space’ or ‘a 
place that is Indian’ and are intimately tied to identity” (2001:76). While these 
organizations function as spaces to discuss culturally-sensitive issues—such as NAL’s 
Talking Circle—they also contribute to identity formation. By attending Talking Circle, 
Elise and her friends are showing active participation in the urban Native community. 
Elise worries that she “talks a good game about being Indian but doesn’t know enough 
about doing;” yet in the urban context, attending these events is her form of “doing.” This 
echoes Lobo’s findings in the San Francisco urban Native community, where “Indian 
identity is defined through… Indian community participation” (2001:81). As this 
example and subsequent sections of this chapter will illustrate, a large part of urban 
Native identity is performative, and is predicated on where you are seen throughout the 
city. Urban identity formation, therefore, inherently becomes a byproduct of place-
making as participants seek out “Native” spaces in the city in order to create proxies for 
home.  
 Elise’s statement also reveals the tension that exists between an urban Native 
identity and an “authentic Indian” identity. Although she partakes in NAL activities, she 
                                               
39 See chapters 3 and 4 for an expanded ethnographic account of these two instances.  
40 As is common in the literature, Lobo uses “urban Indian.” I prefer to use “urban Native” as this 
is how my participants largely refer to themselves and their community.  
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does not feel that she embodies her tribal identity: merely that she “talks a good game.” 
She reinforces this sentiment in her enthusiasm at the prospect of speaking to an elder 
about Native culture and spirituality, even though she herself is an elder in Boston’s 
urban Native community. In her mind, it appears that there is a hierarchy between urban 
elders and traditionally-located elders; that elders residing on tribal land hold the 
“authoritative knowledge” (Jordan 1994) on what it means to be Native. This tension 
reveals an issue that was absent in Lobo’s (2001) exploration of urban Native identity 
formation: what stressors are produced when successful place-making occurs, and one 
has fully embraced a Native identity?  
Indigenous literary scholar Carol Miller asks, “What does urbanization mean for 
cultural identities and tribal communities? (Miller 2001:29). In this section, I pose an 
adapted version of Miller’s question: What does urbanization mean for cultural identities 
within the urban community? As I will illustrate in this chapter, place-formation practices 
create a paradoxical sense of well-being that hinges on the performative, social, and 
political aspects of urban Native cultural identity.  
Problematizing Identity  
 The “place-multiple” concept operates within a framework that there is no such 
thing as “the place” or “the body.” Rather, both concepts operate on physical, 
psychological, social, and structural levels that interact in oft-paradoxical ways. Like 
these two concepts, “identity” influences the self, social world, and political landscapes 
of an individual’s life world. Yet, the term often remains poorly defined. Brubaker and 
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Cooper (2000) focus on identity as an analytical category, critiquing its overuse, and non-
specificity, in academia:  
If identity is everywhere, it is nowhere. If it is fluid, how can we understand the 
ways in which self-understandings may harden, congeal, and crystallize? If it is 
constructed, how can we understand the sometimes coercive force of external 
identifications? (pg. 29). 
 
Therefore, an examination of the interactions between urban place and identity 
necessitates specificity of term and lens: identity defined by whom? Identity performed 
for whom? If self, tribal, and cultural identities are not treated as distinct analytical 
categories, they exist “everywhere” throughout this text, but “nowhere” as a useful factor 
in an analysis of place-making and well-being.  
 Besides its use as an abstract construct within academia, identity is also a 
politically sensitive construct for Indigenous peoples living within the United States. In 
her discussion of urban Indian communities, Lobo writes: 
With their implications for inclusion and exclusion, the defining of who is Indian 
and the issue of who does the identifying are emotion-laden topics anywhere in 
Indian Country. For example, there is self-identity, there is identity externally 
imposed, there are situationally-appropriate shifts in identity, and there are shifts 
in identity that may occur over a lifetime. (Lobo 2001:80).  
 
 Native identity is both politically and socially constructed. In the United States, the 
question of Native identity is defined by the government through blood quantum, an 
identity “externally imposed.” Blood quantum determines tribal enrollment (with tribes 
having varying degrees of control—for instance, the Cherokee Nation does not require a 
specific blood quantum)41 and eligibility for IHS services. Socially, identity is defined in 
                                               
41 However, to be eligible for citizenship “you [must] have at least one direct Cherokee ancestor 
listed on the Dawes Final Rolls, a federal census of those living in the Cherokee Nation that was 
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reference to a community, a “shift in identity that may occur over a lifetime.” To draw on 
Elise’s example, involvement in the NAL community lends itself to urban identity 
formation. Through this process of place-making, her social identity shifts from “a Native 
who lives in the city” to “an urban Native.” Yet, as we see above, this identity shift also 
creates tension as to whether she is “doing” her Native role properly.  
 Many of my participants wrestle with identity because of how they are labeled by 
others – how their identity is externally-constructed. Diane emphasized the struggle of 
defining her own cultural identity: 
My place in the universe is defined by who I am through my cultural identity. 
Identity is defined by the people who are around us; in my case my family, tribe, 
and nation, as well as the hegemonic society that makes up New England and 
America. I struggled with identity as a child because I was identified as 
Narragansett and Wampanoag through my family, however the hegemonic society 
defined me as someone who did not exist and could only be found in past history. 
(Interview, June 3, 2015).  
 
Diane’s struggle came from “externally imposed” identity, echoing other ways in which 
urban Native ethnicity and cultural identity are doubted, questioned, and scrutinized by 
the general public. Yet, despite these tensions Diane uses her tribal identity—defined by 
her relatives—to ground herself, and determine her “place in the universe.”  
Although they may live in the city, urban Natives still define themselves in 
relation to their tribe; their “self-identity.” For instance, even though Selena has lived in 
Boston her entire life, she primarily identifies as First Nations, rather than as a “Boston 
                                               
used to allot Cherokee land to individual citizens in preparation for Oklahoma statehood” 
(Cherokee Nation; http://www.cherokee.org/Services/TribalCitizenship/Citizenship.aspx).  
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Native.”  Hanging on the wall of the NAL culture classroom, there is a map with pieces 
of tape marking participants’ tribal affiliation.  
 
Fig. 5.1: Map-in-progress (Lynch 2015) 
 
Participants belong to Boston’s Native community, yet also identify with a separate tribal 
homeland. Thus, we can expand the concept of “place multiple” to include “self-identity 
in multiple places.” Drawing again upon Hondagneu-Sotela’s and Avila’s (1997) phrase 
“I am here but I am there,” Boston’s urban Natives are at once socially-integrated into 
Boston’s landscape, yet retain a strong sense cultural belonging to their individual tribe: 
they identify multiply.  
The importance of tribal homelands in urban Native self-identity reflects Lobo’s 
(2001) critique that: 
Establishing rural/urban as the defining characteristic of identity is not realistic 
from an Indian point of view and serves to further officially alienate Indian people 
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from their homelands… For those living in the city, even those a few generations 
removed from tribal homelands, these strong linkages to “back home” are, for the 
most part, not broken. One simply extends the sense of territory, often keenly 
aware, for example, that sacred places are found at home and that after death one 
will very likely be buried there. (pg. 77).  
 
Just as urban place-making takes the form of creating social and physical proxies for 
home, self-identity is formed in relation to tribal homelands.42 Perhaps, as Lobo points 
out, this is predicated on the notion that the urban individual will one day return home, in 
physical or spiritual form. For instance, Selena describes her mother’s life-long desire to 
return to Canada: 
Every year my mom would say she’s going to Canada… ‘I’m done livin’ here! I’m 
packing my bags and moving! And she’d go up and stay with our relatives and 
say, ‘I’m done with that place! I’m staying here!’ And they’d get all excited and 
I’d tell them she wasn’t gonna go through with it… she been in Boston 40 years. 
But it was back-and-forth every year, she always talked about moving home… but 
when she died she was buried up there, so now she’s home. She’s finally home 
(Field notes June 11, 2015).  
 
Similar to participants in McCarthy-Brown’s (1999) ethnography of New York City’s 
Haitian diaspora, Selena’s mother spent her time in Boston believing that she would soon 
return home, although she lived in the city for 40 years. Her “spiritual identity” was tied 
to her place of birth. After her death, Selena and her family buried her in Canada; after 
years of living away, she made a final journey “home.”  
Self-identity is defined in reference to place; for urban Natives, it is defined 
within and because of a place multiple. One may self-identify as an “urban Native,” but 
this is a temporary state of being; one of Lobo’s “situationally appropriate shift in 
                                               
42 But what if an urban place (ie Boston), was built on top of a tribal homeland? See Conclusion 
for a discussion of urban spaces established upon tribal homelands.  
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identity” (2001:80). The more permanent self-identity is one’s tribal identity, as seen in 
Diane’s statements above. Diane also believes that maintaining a strong tribal identity is 
key to survival in the city: 
[I]f one connects with others away from home they build a new survival 
mechanism. For example, two Diné found each other in the city of Boston and 
their connection brings their strong sense of identity and homeland validation, 
and strengthens their connection to watch out for each other. (Interview, June 3, 
2015).  
 
As chapter 4 discusses, connecting with other Natives of the same tribe is an important 
component of place-making, as it creates a social proxy for home. What is telling about 
Diane’s statement is that this connection also functions as a form of “identity and 
homeland validation”: they are accepted as Native because someone of the same tribe can 
vouch for them, and they are from a “Native” place. Therefore, although tribal affiliation 
creates a cultural and self-identity that “grounds” individuals living in the city, it is 
tenuously protected. Native self-identity is subjected to doubt and criticism by outsiders, 
hence the importance of “validation.” A social identity defined by others, rather than the 
self, plays an important role in “survival” in the city. 
 Moving to the city–especially an eastern city where the Native population is 
more “invisible”– can mean a loss of social capital. If there is no one to socially 
“validate” one’s tribal identity, then heightened participation in the urban Native 
community–embracing an “urban” social identity–becomes an important way to prove 
one’s “Indianness.” As Lobo (2001) states, “the urban community is also a gateway for 
those...who have been alienated from their tribal roots” (pg. 78). As I discussed in 
Chapter 3, individuals who may be the only member of their tribe in the city maintain 
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close ties to home as a way to retain a sense of self-identity. For social “validation,” they 
turn to participation in urban community centers such as NAL.  
The remainder of this chapter will focus on the ways in which the “external 
forces” of structural and social place both impinge upon and shape urban Native social 
identities, which in turn impact their self-identity in relation to family, tribe, and urban 
Native community. In Boston, the multi-layered concept of “identity” inherently interacts 
with social spaces as Natives are labeled as “urban” by those from their tribal homeland 
and non-Natives alike. By seeking services or becoming involved in the community, like 
Elise, one takes on an “urban Native” identity that is tied to place. However, this creates 
both psychological and, as I will argue, physical stressors. In this way, identity becomes 
embroiled in the urban Native place-body multiple.  
 
Urban Struggles for Self-Identity within the Place Multiple 
 
 Native American “identity” is a socially and politically complicated category that 
is place-specific. As Indigenous scholar Angela Gonzales argues, “American Indian 
identity is a social construct shaped and crafted by the trajectories of history, science, 
culture, emerging and reified through social interaction between and within groups” 
(2001:170). Similar to this thesis’ construction of the place/body multiple, Gonzales 
examines identity through three levels of meaning: “the individual level of what people 
think and believe… the interaction level of social relations… the institutional level of 
bureaucracy” (2001:170). Put in the terms of Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s (1987) 
analytical categories, these three levels can be conceptualized as self-identity, social 
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identity, and the identity politic. While the previous section primarily addressed social 
identity through integration into urban Native communities, this section will address the 
ways in which the “trajectories of history” and contemporary structural constraints on the 
urban Native identity politic have ramifications for the self-identity of urban Natives.  
“Ethnic-Switching” and Self-identity 
 In 1960, the U.S. Census Bureau changed its process of racial categorization from 
ascription (assigned status) to self-identification. After this change, the number of 
individuals who identify as “American Indian” increased three-fold (Lobo 2001; 
Gonzales 2001). According to Gonzales, sociologists, “unable to attribute population 
growth to the usual factors… have concluded that much of the increase results from 
‘ethnic switching’ by individuals changing their racial self-identification to American 
Indian” (2001:170). Often, this occurs when individuals discover that they have a “distant 
Native American ancestor” and seek to claim this identity.43  
This phenomenon is a source of humor, stress, and frustration to urban Natives. 
During a focus group in the summer of 2015, Selena runs a hand through her newly 
close-cropped hair, and exclaims: “Sometimes I’m afraid44 to say I’m Native American, 
cause you get that always one person that [says] like, ‘my grandmother was...’”  
                                               
43 While not the focus of this chapter, reasons to claim Native ancestry include perceived 
advantage or access to resources (ie College admission), interest in the culture, to claim 
“legitimacy” for their appropriation of art, music, spirituality, or, “longing some people feel for 
the loss of connection to place, people, or a way of life” (Gonzales 2001:169).  
44 Emphasis participant’s, not mine 
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“Ugh Cherokee?” Lisa cuts in. “Someone you talked to said they were Cherokee 
didn’t they?” She sighs. Selena rolled her eyes, and in a voice mimicking her new 
“Cherokee” acquaintance said,  
“‘My great-great-great-great-great, go back like 15 great grandmothers, was 
Cherokee.’” Selena flipped her hand sarcastically, “‘So she had like the long beautiful 
hair, and nice Indian hair.’” 
“Argh!” Jennifer and Lisa jointly exclaimed, adjusting their own long brown hair.  
Selena begins laughing, “Like this girl in my class told me that, and I was like, 
‘Girl!’—cause apparently she found out— ‘what’s Indian hair? I wanna know because I 
have short hair, I used to have long hair, I never— ‘” She pauses for gasps of air in 
between chuckles, “she’s like ‘oh, it’s the long, brown hair, long beautiful hair all the 
way down to your...*gasp* knees!’”  
As the room erupts in laughter, Selena continues, “I’m like well, some people do 
have that, their long hair, but ones that I know they don’t have long hair...so what does 
Native hair look like?’ She’s like ‘oh, the shiny long brown hair, and she [her 
grandmother] kept it in braids and she had like high cheekbones and...’ 
At this point Jennifer can no longer contain her incredulity. She lets out a deep 
belly laugh that conjures up tears at the corner of her eyes, “So maybe she was German!” 
She exclaims, wiping her eyes, “Cause, my white mom looked like that too!” (Focus 
Group, June 17, 2015). 
 155 
 Stories about encounters with an eager white acquaintance who has recently 
discovered a Cherokee45 ancestor are common in the Native community. As Gonzales 
writes, “Having once been identified as an Indian, who among us hasn’t encountered at 
least one descendant of that legendary Cherokee Princess?” (2001:169). Even when 
Selena begins her story, Lisa immediately knew that the girl was going to say she had 
Cherokee ancestry. While such tales are shared humorously, they also present 
complications for urban Native self-identity. As both Selena and Gonzales express, it is 
only after they publicly identify themselves Native that they have to listen to tiresome 
descriptions of what Natives “should” look like. In Selena’s case, at times this makes her 
“afraid” to outwardly self-identify as Native. Similarly, Maria states that she becomes 
“tense” when people ask “what are you?” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
On the other hand, when faced with a barrage of “Cherokee princesses,” urban 
Natives also feel extra pressure to defend their ethnic identity. The bureaucratic identity 
politic lumps both groups into the category of “American Indian,” and urban Natives 
must struggle to differentiate themselves. This is particularly the case when individuals 
do not appear, phenotypically, to be “stereotypically Native.” For instance, Selena 
describes the rest of her interaction with her classmate: 
So I’m like ‘ummm what are we supposed to look like?’ She’s like ‘high 
cheekbones... but you don’t look Native.’ I’m like, ‘I got two different tribes… 
couple of my sisters are light skinned, they take after my mother’s side, I take 
                                               
45 Why Cherokee, specifically? This is perhaps due to a number of factors:  diverse Southeastern 
tribes collectively labeled “Cherokee” in the 19th century (ie the Lumbee Tuscaurora, etc.), 
leading to mis-identification of individuals on the Dawes Rolls as “Cherokee,” the tribe’s 
contemporary enrollment policy (see footnote 1 of this chapter), or, simply, that it is a well-
known tribe to the non-Native population.  
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after my father’s side with the dark skin and everything’ [she laughs] we’re not 
all 50 shades of brown! (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
Like Selena, many urban Natives come from multitribal, mutltiethnic backgrounds (Lobo 
1998; Gonzales 2001; Jackson 2001). Therefore, it is urban Natives in particular who are 
concerned with individuals who take part in “ethnic switching” (Gonzales 2001): with 
their own diverse backgrounds, they worry about being accused of the same. In the focus 
group, Selena tells the women in the room, “with my kids being half-black, and half-
Native American, they always gotta fight all the time with like, ‘you’re black, or what are 
you?’ [If they say] ‘I’m Native American.’ It’s ‘Oh you just wanna be Cherokee, just like 
everyone else’ [to] my daughter” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015). Therefore, with the 
recent phenomenon of “ethnic[ally] switching” to Native American, urban Natives at 
once “tense up” at questions of identity while simultaneously feeling extra pressure to 
prove that they have a “legitimate identity” (Gonzales, 2001).  
“Ethnic Switching,” Urban Living, and Historical Trauma  
 Urban Natives, particularly elders, often express incredulity that non-Native 
individuals would intentionally identify as Native American. As one individual—who 
grew up on a reservation but moved to an urban area—states, “Many Native people still 
deny their identity for safety’s sake” (Indigenous Media lecture, December 15, 2015). 
Diane agrees, saying, “up until this generation, it could be dangerous to say that you were 
[Native]”46 due to racial discrimination and ongoing colonial tensions (Field notes, April 
17, 2015). Other studies have observed that Native Americans were forced to identify 
                                               
46 Name of tribe omitted to protect participant identity 
 157 
with another marginalized minority group, rather than claim a Native identity (Mellett 
2013). Trying to prove the “legitimacy” of a Native ethnic and cultural identity in the 
face of someone who is “1/132nd Cherokee—just enough to cultivate a deep fascination 
with dream catchers, but just little enough that she doesn’t have to give her Indianness a 
second thought” (Gonzales 2001:169) becomes a major problem for many urban Natives 
who have been taught from birth that their “Indianness” is something that must be 
hidden.  
 Overcoming the stigma against self-identifying as “Native” is particularly a 
problem in urban contexts. One reason is because of the isolation many urban Natives 
face: often students may be the only Native American in their grade. As one mother 
expressed, “my daughter is the only Native student in her class. We heard there might be 
another Native kid in the second grade, but how would we reach out to them? That 
connection with the other family, to know my daughter’s not the only one, would be 
nice” (Field notes, October 25, 2014). However, as Chapters One and Two outlined, 
making such connections in the city—especially as a child—can be difficult. To avoid 
being bullied for being “different,” some Native students may simply choose to mask 
their identity. For instance, Carlos states that while growing up,  
I wasn’t really much about my Native American side I guess you could say, up 
until a few years ago, y’know. Being half Native American, half Puerto Rican, 
y’know, being-living in areas that are predominantly Puerto Rican when people 
asked ‘what are you?’ I always said ‘oh, I’m Puerto Rican.’ I never really said, 
y’know, ‘half Native American’… I guess I was always embarrassed to say I was 
Native American, because I felt that there wasn’t that many out there, y’know, I 
felt that I would just be the oddball amongst all my friends.  (Interview, June 2, 
2015). 
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While growing up, Carlos denied his Native heritage because of his fear of being an 
outcast. His fear was not unfounded; during culture class one evening, parents discussed 
instances where other students—and even teachers—called their children’s dress, long 
hair, or jewelry “weird” (Field notes, November 13, 2014).   
Amber, who works for a community center that serves a number of Native 
American youth in Boston, agrees that, “Bullying is a big problem for Native students 
here, a lot of them get bullied in school because they’re different, they’re the only Native 
kid in their class” (Interview, June 29, 2015). Therefore, in contrast to more ethnically-
homogenous reservations, isolated urban Natives may face additional barriers to asserting 
their cultural and ethnic identity. In this sense, place matters in the expression of self-
identity; as Chapter 4 examines, urban Natives use socially-constructed “Native” spaces 
to assert their cultural heritage.  
 Place also matters in the expression of urban Native self-identity because of the 
high rates of historical trauma47 specifically among Boston’s Native population. During 
the twentieth century, Boston became a place where many members of eastern First 
Nations tribes fled to escape Canada’s boarding school system (Guillemin 1975; Field 
notes, July 2015).  Discussed in the Background chapter, the residential school systems in 
the United States and Canada were institutions designed to forcibly “assimilate” Native 
children through often brutal means, and persisted into the mid-twentieth century. Many 
                                               
47 For an in-depth discussion of the etiologies, previous scholarship, and ramifications of 
historical trauma, please refer to the Background Chapter.   
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Natives who migrated to Boston during this time had been through the system 
themselves, and wanted their children to avoid a similar fate.  
 However, Amber asserts that while the next generation may have escaped the 
direct trauma of boarding school, the intergenerational trauma of the event persists: 
A lot of clients here experience issues with historical trauma, things like that… so 
like they were in boarding schools, or their parents were and they grew up in 
broken homes. Where parents couldn’t cope y’know, or felt like they weren’t able 
to be parents… lot of substance abuse… And that’s why we have the 
Grandparenting program, to help strengthen families and the youth (Interview, 
June 29, 2015).  
 
Amber’s description of the intergenerational effects of trauma echoes Evans-Campbell’s 
claim, discussed in the Background Chapter, that “the government has not considered 
AI/AN [American Indian/ Alaska Native] families as appropriate places to raise children. 
This message may be internalized by parents and their children, who may begin to doubt 
themselves, their own culture, and their traditional ways of parenting” (2008:326-7). For 
this reason, many urban Native organizations, such as NAL and Amber’s employer, focus 
on parenting classes and programs that allow elders to share traditional practices with 
youth in a positive setting. 
Furthermore, Evans-Campbell writes that, for victims of trauma, “Traditional 
cultural practices may have served to buffer the effects of lifetime assaults” (Evans-
Campbell 2008:325). However, the purpose of boarding schools was to forcibly abolish 
all aspects of traditional cultural practice, rendering these buffers unavailable. The cutting 
of hair is one particularly traumatic tactic used for “assimilation,” one that is often 
discussed during NAL’s Talking Circle. “Hair is wisdom and knowledge,” one 
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participant expresses, “and they made us cut our hair to break us” (Field notes, December 
4, 2014). Upon hearing this, a female participant replies: 
Yes, they did that to me. They gave me a crew cut in the Catholic school… up in 
Canada 500—no, more than that—kids died at boarding schools and they’d just 
be buried somewhere near the school. Lots of kids just went away, and no one 
knew where they went. (Field notes, December 4, 2014).  
 
Discussed earlier in this chapter, Indigenous self and cultural identity is tied to place. If 
one is separated from their homeland during life, there is still the hope—or the 
expectation—that they will be returned “home” upon burial. Therefore, the statement 
“kids died at boarding schools and they’d just be buried somewhere near the school” 
reveals a culturally-specific form of trauma. Not only were these children separated from 
their homeland and culture during life, but upon death there was no return. 
Boarding School: Identity Denied 
 The Boarding school legacy compounds specifically urban Native insecurities 
about their cultural identity in the city, with an intergenerational transmission of shame 
for being Native at all. Deborah Jackson’s (2001) work with second-generation urban 
Natives reveals the “silences” that exist between generations. “A theme that emerges,” 
she writes: 
 in one form or another, in the narratives of all of the second-generation urban 
Indian people I interviewed, is that of their confusion and frustration at their 
parents’ reluctance, unwillingness, or inability to really speak about being Indian 
(Jackson 2001:192).  
 
For instance, one father’s denial of Native identity stemmed from his past trauma: 
The denial of ‘who he was’ and ‘who his children were’ was primarily caused, 
according to Michelle [a participant], by her father’s experience at an Indian 
boarding school, where he was beaten for speaking his Native language— ‘that 
was the beginning of his humiliation, of his punishment for being who he was.’ 
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Therefore, ‘he said that his children would not suffer that discrimination—to the 
point that he even listed us as white on our birth certificates’ (Jackson 2001:198).  
 
In this instance, “Michelle’s” father’s traumatic past led him to not only deny his children 
their Native identity socially and culturally, but officially. For Michelle and children like 
her, this will create difficulties if they want to claim a Native self-identity later in life. A 
“white” birth certificate will give her no “official” validation; as a Native living in an 
urban area with no connection to tribe or Native social groups, there will be no social 
“validation” of a Native identity either.  
 The start of this chapter contained a discussion of urban Native insecurities 
surrounding an “authentic” Native identity. For boarding school survivors, this becomes 
conceptualized as an identity denied: to themselves and future generations. As one 
survivor says wistfully during Talking Circle, “my grandfather would always tell us 
stories about long time ago—Indian time—and how they didn’t have cars, or planes or 
anything… sounded like fun” (Field notes, December 4, 2014).  Gagné (2013) observes a 
similar “utopian re-remembering” of a past rural existence among urban Maori in 
Auckland, New Zealand. Like Boston’s urban Native, she argues that this comes in part, 
from a perception that “authentic existence is only available in the home territories” 
(2013:65). Romanticization of homelands or traditional ways occurs not just among 
urban Natives, but other diaspora groups as well. For instance, Missbach et al (2014) 
explore “utopic” longings for one’s homeland within the Indonesian diaspora. However, 
the longing of boarding school survivors embodies a romanticization borne out of past 
trauma: their “utopic” place is one that they cannot return to, because they believe it can 
no longer exist. Although this participant is sitting in a room surrounded by other 
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Natives, and is living in an era when people go out of their way to claim to be Native, she 
believes that we are no longer living in an “Indian Time.”  
 The legacy of an identity denied is transmitted to subsequent generations through 
silences. Similar to Jackson’s (2001) study, Diane recalls: 
When I was young no one would tell me what was going on, why nobody looked 
like us. And that bothered me! They were scared of me talking so much, asking 
about our people—that it’d bring us harm. They’d say, ‘make that girl stop 
talking!’… no one would tell me anything. (Field notes, April 17, 2015) 
 
Although Diane did learn about her tribal identity from her family, she was paradoxically 
forbidden from learning too much about it, or expressing it publicly. This perhaps 
contributed to the “identity crisis” she describes at the beginning of this chapter, and is 
similar to the experiences of one of Jackson’s participants: 
[Doris] took the opportunity during a visit from her father’s aunt to ask, ‘Is it true 
we’re Indian?’ Although the two of them were alone in the house, Doris’ great-
aunt looked around hurriedly as if to make certain no one could overhear. Then 
she whispered fiercely: ‘Shhhh! Don’t ever speak of that!’ She added, as if to 
explain the importance of maintaining this silence, ‘Indians are dirty!’ (Jackson 
2001:195).  
 
In these instances, although Native identity is known, it is taught that it is nothing to be 
celebrated: a sentiment founded “in the brutality of countless experiences that serve, time 
and time again, to shock one into deep conviction that ‘being Indian’ must never be 
spoken of” (Jackson 2001:198). Urban Natives who have grown up in this context are 
therefore caught in a difficult borderland where they feel they must defend their 
“legitimate” cultural and ethnic identity to both “ethnic switchers” and their reservation 
counterparts, while coping with an intergenerational stigma against such forms of self-
identification.  
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Self-Identification post-Boarding School 
 For many urban Natives, such silences create a desire to assert a positive Native 
self-identity during adulthood. Jackson (2001) writes that her second-generation 
participants,  
present themselves as now having a strong sense of Native American identity and 
a commitment to… various urban Indian organizations…having become involved 
in attempts to recover in their personal lives something of a heritage they feel was 
lost to them (Jackson 2001:196).  
 
Likewise, Diane is extremely involved in NAL and other Native organizations, and 
proudly (publicly) asserts her tribal identity as an artist, educator, and writer. “At first I 
was really scared,” she said, “because that’s dangerous stuff you didn’t talk about. But 
now that it's out this generation knows. They don’t have to spend their whole life looking 
and wondering. They can build off it” (Field notes, April 17, 2015). Growing up in an 
environment of identity denial, Diane and others want their next generation to live in an 
environment with positive images of Native Americans.  
 The cultivation of a positive Native self-identity coincides with the creation of 
“Native” social spaces within the city (Jackson 2001:197). In this way, urban sense of 
place formation—occurring within these social spaces—contributes to the positive ways 
in which urban Natives identify themselves. According to Lobo (2001): “participation 
validates and heightens Indian identity, and parents frequently facilitate their children’s 
participation” (82). For instance, Katelyn brings her children to weekly NAL culture 
class, where they helped create a mural of “Native American heroes and role models,” 
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such as Maria Tall Chief, the first Native American prima ballerina (Field notes, October 
24, 2015).  
 
Fig. 5.2: Mural-in-progress (Courtesy of Native American LifeLines Facebook page) 
 
In this way, these social spaces not only contribute to identity validation for urban 
Natives, but reinforce positive elements of cultural identity for the next generation.  
 Urban Native parents are particularly concerned with their children’s self-identity 
due to social and political constraints of living in the city. For instance, Lobo (1998) 
writes, “Indian parents who are involved in the Bay Area community and whose 
children… do not have strong ties to a home tribe, often express concern that their 
children will lose their identity as American Indians and anguish over the problems that 
may be associated with tribal enrollment” (82). In the face of “ethnic switching,” 
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multiethnic heritage, cultural silence as a result of the boarding school legacy, and the de 
facto experience of homeland separation, urban Natives face a significant burden of proof 
when it comes to their cultural identity. To overcome this, they must have a strong self-
identity, which can be extremely difficult as this section has shown. The next section will 
illustrate how other facets of the identity politic interacts with urban sense of place to 
create a burden of proof that affects both physical health and social well-being for 
Boston’s urban Natives.  
 
The Identity Politic and the Burden of Proof  
 
 The pressure to prove a “legitimate” Native American identity directly stems from 
the politics of place. According to Gonzales (2001), “the debate among American Indians 
over what constitutes a ‘legitimate’ identity remains more than an academic or personal 
matter. Directly affected by the recognition of ‘legitimate’ identity are issues of political 
and criminal jurisdiction, child custody rights, health benefits, land claims, and a myriad 
of other legal and financial matters” (183). Proof of a “legitimate” identity, therefore, has 
a direct and tangible impact on the health and well-being of Native Americans in the 
United States. However, for urban Natives separated—physically, and sometimes 
socially— from their tribal land base, providing this proof becomes complicated.  
IHS and “Official” Proof 
 As I have demonstrated, urban Native sense of place and social identity is fostered 
through participation in community events, held in socially-constructed “Native” spaces. 
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A “Native American living in the city” becomes an “urban Native” through community 
involvement. As Lobo (2001) states,  
The federal emphasis on ancestry as the outstanding defining criteria, represented 
in a ‘blood quantum’ model, is a much narrower and limiting criteria than that 
found in urban Indian communities… Defining Indianness in the city is 
essentially released from the burden of formalized documentation imposed on 
federally recognized tribes (80-81).  
 
However, while Lobo’s assertions may be correct in the case of social inclusion, the 
ability to obtain health services in the city hinges on formal documentation. One is only 
eligible for Indian Health Services (IHS) if they are a member of a federal or state-
recognized American Indian or Alaska Native tribe.48 Since NAL is an IHS- funded 
institution, clients must present a “Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood” to be eligible 
for services. Therefore, while urban Native social identity is cultivated through 
community participation, official, federal documentation is needed to access clinical 
services.  
 Obtaining official “proof” of Native status is more difficult for urban Natives than 
their reservation counterparts. The multi-tribal, multi-ethnic nature of urban Indian 
communities makes the (outdated and reductionist) standard of blood quantum difficult to 
measure (Gonzales 2001). Many urban Natives may also be “officially” mis-classified, 
due to the U.S. government’s refusal to acknowledge Native American existence in 
certain areas. IHS’ “urban Indian eligibility requirements” state that an urban Native 
individual is still eligible for services irrespective of whether they are a member of “those 
                                               
48 https://www.ihs.gov/aboutihs/index.cfm/eligibility/ 
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tribes, bands, or groups terminated since 1940.”49 However, this primarily applies to 
members of “terminated” West Coast tribes such as the Klamath, Modoc, and Yahooskin. 
It does not address the quandary of eastern tribes with historical roots of dispossession 
identity-denial. For instance, during a focus group Lisa expresses that “the majority of us 
don’t have [tribal enrollment] cards on the East Coast.” Jennifer, who comes from a tribe 
in Pennsylvania, becomes animated and replies,  
Yeah that’s what I was thinking, I come from a state where there isn’t any 
recognition for anyone, that doesn’t make me any less Native but… only within 
the last three years have they recognized that we actually still live in their 
borders. No tribes are recognized… like pretty much after 1760-something, they 
said like, ‘there aren’t any more Indians in Pennsylvania’. [Lisa: Mm. Mhm]. Oh! 
Ok, ok. (Focus Group, June 17, 2015) 
 
In this sense, the political-historical context of place contributes to the “official” denial of 
Native ethnic identity. Pennsylvania—a politically important location for the fledgling 
U.S. colony—dealt with the “Indian problem” by simply deciding that “there aren’t any 
more Indians in Pennsylvania.” Although, as Jennifer emphasizes, she is not “any less 
Native,” her tribe was not officially “recognized” until the 21st century.  
 There are many instances in which the federal and state governments used census 
rolls to deny Native identity. For example, the Occaneechi of North Carolina were 
labeled as “free-colored” or “mulatto” on 19th century census counts, as the government 
did not acknowledge their existence (Mellett, 2013). In fact, this is true for all 
southeastern tribes who were denied their claim to the land, as well as tribal members 
                                               
49 https://www.ihs.gov/california/index.cfm/health-programs/eligibility-statement/urban-indian-
eligibility/ 
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residing off-reservation.  Occasionally, but less frequently, they could be categorized as 
white.  This is tied to the lack of instruction to the census takers to specifically record 
persons as Indian, prior to the 1890 census (Lowery 2010; Perdue 2010). This ethnic mis-
classification has led to a number of stories and folk beliefs surrounding the methods use 
to “assign” off-reservation Natives to a particular racial category. 
Jennifer, in a serious tone punctuated by sarcastic laughter describes a number of tests 
that she heard were used in the southern United States to determine Native identity in the 
19th century, such as the pencil test: 
We have, um, in Baltimore y’know have a—a large Lumbee community, and um, 
Lumbees identify in many ways, um they used to be called Cherokees, and, um 
some of them identify as Tuscauroras, some of them identify as like, Wacamah, 
Sumah, um, some of them… may identify as Croatan, um  but y’know for 
government purposes they’re called Lumbee. Um, they used to have a lot of tests 
there in the South, y’know so everybody thinks their black ‘cause they also have 
curly hair. Um, so they used to have a lot of tests down South where um, they’d 
give you this test called the pencil test, where they could take a pencil and stick it 
in your hair, and if it fell out then you...you weren’t black. [Hm]. If it stayed there 
you were getting racially classified [K, L: Oh wow] by the census people or 
whoever as black.  
 
As the focus group sits baffled at the subjectivity of a test that could determine access to 
clinical services, land, and other rights, Jennifer continues:  
They would [also] give you scratch test, and if they scratched you and your skin 
turned white then you could be considered an Indian, and if it turned red then you 
were a white person [Lisa: wow...huh. Laughter]. Like, they were really bizarre 
[laughter] completely unfounded [all start laughing] (*jokingly*) ‘I’ll scratch 
you right now, what color are you gonna turn?’ [laughter, Selena: Here do me, 
I’m darker! (everyone laughs harder)], but like, so those ways of other people 
determining our- our identity [K: Yeah] especially in our- our own homes, like for 
the Lumbee that’s happening to them in North Carolina, that’s where they’re 
from! [Lisa: Mhm] That’s their homeland! (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
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Although the use of these tests are well-documented during South African apartheid 
(Posel 2001), scholars have identified little evidence of this practice in the southern 
United States (personal communication, February 1, 2016). Thus, Jennifer’s story 
presents a tale of Lumbee history that has become embroiled with politicized injustices 
against Indigenous Peoples across the world. Although these tests may or may not have 
occurred in her own community, the story of subjective assessments of ethnicity align 
with her worldview of an identity “externally [politically] imposed.”  
Jennifer’s statements convey her anger that subjective tests such as the pencil test 
or skin test could exist. The belief in such tests represents the fear mis-identification 
within families of mixed heritage; in such a system, children with a different skin tone or 
hair texture from their parents or siblings could be identified as black, and others white 
(Field notes, November 13, 2014). Jennifer is also upset by the location in which this 
intentional identity-denial would have taken place: “that’s their homeland!” In the place-
body multiple, land and conceptions of self are intertwined. Therefore, denying the 
existence of a Native self—politically—also denies their claim to traditional lands. 
Native personhood and homeland are erased in one.  
 If Native identity is officially denied on traditional homelands, as it was for the 
Occaneechi and Lumbee, then it becomes even more difficult for urban Natives to 
“prove” their identity in the city. Not only might their ancestors have been mis-
represented as black, white, or “colored” on the census, but their tribe may not even be 
recognized by the state or federal government.  This makes meeting criteria for IHS 
services extremely difficult; a criteria for AI/AN [American Indian/ Alaska Native] 
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descent includes “actively participates in tribal affairs” (Indian Health Manual 2-1.2).50 
However, this criteria cannot be fulfilled if the “tribe” is not officially recognized, or if 
the individual is disconnected from their tribe. Furthermore, although an individual may 
actively participate in an urban Native community, this does not constitute a “tribe.” 
Active involvement, it seems, only officially counts in non-urban, politically-designated 
“Native” spaces. The interaction between place-politic and body politic (in the form of an 
identity externally-imposed), then, has a direct impact on urban Native physical health in 
the form of exclusion from certain clinical services.  
Regional Divides and Social Proof 
 The history of tribal recognition has been especially tumultuous for Natives in the 
eastern United States, who have had a longer history of interaction with the colonial-then-
federal government, as well as of intermarriage. As Lisa stated in the section above, 
many Natives from the East Coast do not have tribal enrollment cards. However, this 
creates a regional divide wherein Native Americans from eastern tribes feel extra 
pressure to “prove” their identity to Natives from western tribes with large reservations 
and “high rates of endogamy” (Lobo 2001:183). Lisa, in a frustrated tone, explains the 
experiences of being from an East coast tribe: 
I think the East Coast experience is just—in general because there’s been so much 
um, like cross-cultural, um marriages, um a lot of time like you’re defending your 
own identity. Especially if you’re State recognized, like lot of majority of people here 
are state. And federal is like, few and between. So like here, you’re like, you’re 
probably from the dark—you have a darker complexion, you’re probably Black-
Indian too. So like, you’re defending yourself not only from the outside community 
but from the other Native communities. Especially out West. Like how are you—that 
                                               
50 https://www.ihs.gov/IHM/index.cfm?module=dsp_ihm_pc_p2c1#2-1.2 
 171 
was like the worst experience like I had to defend like… just my own identity (Focus 
Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
Living in an urban area, Lisa is accustomed to her ethnicity and cultural identity coming 
under constant scrutiny. However, receiving such skepticism from other Natives, who 
also may experience discrimination and doubt in their own contexts, was “the worst 
experience.”  
 Yet despite this pressure Lisa says she enjoys traveling west:  
[The] further out West you are, the more normal it is to see like, other Native people. 
But if you’re from the East Coast like, you only see like, your family and people you 
know. And so like, you’re used to just being the only one around for a really long 
time, but so seeing other Natives, just get so excited… and then going out West, 
where, like seeing a to:n of Native people, I’m like ‘you guys don’t know how 
awesome that is!’ [laughs] y’know? (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
For Lisa, the chance to interact with other Natives—those who share her self-identity— 
outweighs the stress she may endure. She enjoyed being in a place where it is “normal” to 
see other Natives on a daily basis. Conversely, Lauren talks about the difficulty moving 
from “out west” where there are “Natives everywhere” to Boston: 
It’s really isolating… we’re invisible here and I feel like I always have to ‘prove’ my 
identity… [in New England] people only care about us around Thanksgiving 
(Interview June 26, 2015).  
 
Out west, the more visible Native population creates a social landscape where an “east 
coast Native” such as Lisa is met with surprise and skepticism. Yet on the east coast, 
Native “invisibility” negates the social capital of Lauren’s western Native origins. In 
urban areas, the east-west identity divide is compounded by separation from reservation 
or tribal homeland. Challenges to Native self and cultural identity hinge, paradoxically, 
on an urban sense of place.  
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 In the struggle to prove an “authentic” Native identity, physical place—where you 
reside—matters. As Lisa’s example of the East-West divide illustrates, locality has been 
used to undermine the cultural legitimacy of other Native groups. According to Gonzales: 
A number of terms have been used to describe those who claim to be ‘more 
Indian’ by virtue of certain personal characteristics. Regionalists describe those 
who believe their particular tribe or region to be the source or last refuge of 
‘traditional’ Indian culture. Likewise, reservationists describe Indians who insist 
that one must be from a reservation in order to be a ‘real’ Indian. The term urban 
Indian is sometimes used to imply that those raised in urban communities are 
somehow less Indian, or not authentically Indian, usually in contrast to oneself 
(2001:174).   
 
Lisa’s—and to an extent Lauren’s—experiences stem from a regionalist perspective. 
Many urban Natives who have grown up in cities also encounter reservationist attitudes 
when they travel “to the rez” to visit family members, as Selena’s story demonstrates: 
[G]oin’ to the rez, my mother’s reservation, I used to get questioned all the time 
because we went through my whole family, they’re like, ‘what kind of—you’re not 
us because you’re from the—y-, you don’t live on the rez.’ Y’know ‘who’s your—
‘, y’know I go to people’s houses ‘who’s you Mo[ther]?’—everyone knew my 
mother on the rez, ‘who’s you mother?’ Like my niece, which was mixed, and she 
would come to the rez with us, a:nd she would get ridiculed because, same—same 
complexion of your skin [gestures at white interviewer], same hair color ‘oh 
you’re not Indian enough to be on here.’ I’m like, ‘who are you to tell her if she’s 
Indian enough?’ 
 
Although Selena’s mother was well-known in both the reservation and urban Native 
community (see chapter 3), Selena “still had to fight” for belonging. Despite her family 
and tribal affiliation, Selena’s integrated sense of self was “urban”; her place-specific 
identity—urban—kept her from fully belonging.  
Selena’s story also shows that her niece was regarded as “not Indian enough” by 
her tribe, due to her complexion.  She continues: 
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So I used to have to fight ‘cause we’re the same age, I used to have to fight with 
them a:ll the time for them to leave her alone ‘cause they got along with me 
‘cause I had the same skin color. And they knew who my mother was, but with her 
just coming up with us for the first time, we always had to fight. I’d fight my 
cousins, fight this person because to stick up for my niece. Yeah, she’s one of us. 
Now she just ended up getting’ accepted not too long ago by everyone, but when 
she goes up there she still has to prove who sh—who she is. (Focus Group, June 
17, 2015).  
 
Selena’s fights in Canada--a social version of the pencil test-- illustrates that urban Native 
ethnic identity is challenged by both the general public and other Natives with the same 
mantra, “you don’t look Indian to me,”51 a reflection of “internalized stereotypes” about 
how Natives are supposed to look, dress, and act (Gonzales 2001). According to 
Gonzales (2001): 
A mythology of American Indians, embedded in the American imagination since 
contact, has been aided by the influence of mass media, popular culture, and 
technology… Appropriated and commodified to fill individual and political 
agendas, these same stereotypes have irrevocably influenced American Indian 
self-understanding and identity. For many Indians and non-Indians, identity can 
be reduced to a few critical characteristics that are believed to express the 
essential qualities of Indianness (175).  
 
While my participants are faced with public skepticism that they are “not really Indian” 
because “Indians don’t exist anymore,” they are also criticized by other Natives for not 
being “Indian enough” because they may not fulfill the stereotyped expectations that 
make their cultural identity highly visible.  
 Jennifer states, exasperated, that as an urban Native “you have to work a little 
extra hard to, to know everything and—and convince your own people that, [Native]’s 
                                               
51 In fact, “You Don’t Look Indian to Me” is a children’s booklet published by the Lumbee Tribe 
of North Carolina and distributed at NAL—written in rhyming couplets—to help youth who are 
faced with stereotypes and public skepticism about their heritage. Examples include: “Do not be 
blinded by other’s views. Remember that people come in all sizes, colors, and hues.” 
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what you are” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015). In order to convince one’s “own people,” 
and the general public, that they possess an “authentic” cultural identity, urban Natives 
may engage in a performance of proof. This may be in the form of outward cultural 
signifiers, such as jewelry, style of dress, or “other forms of ethnic ornamentation,” 
especially if one does not appear “stereotypically” Native (Gonzales 2001:175).  
One example of a culturally important signifier is hair length. In many traditional 
Indigenous worldviews, long hair contains “good medicine” (Fieldnotes, November 13, 
2014) and is implicated in phenomenological understandings of the self.52 Long hair is 
used both as an inward assurance of self-identity and an outward signifier of Native 
ethnicity. To return to the example in Chapter 4 where a father worries about his son’s 
short hair, he is concerned about how short hair length affects his son’s social and self-
identity: 
He’s gonna regret it when he goes to pow-wow and all the other Indian boys have 
long hair and he doesn’t… I don’t want him to be confused about his identity, I 
want him to know who he is… (Field notes, November 13, 2014).  
 
Likewise, urban Natives also use this cultural signifier to recognize other Natives. In 
Chapter 3 when Maria speaks of her yearning to return home, she states: 
[W]hen you do see those Native kids, and you see them with their um, the boys 
with their braids and whatnot, you just—honestly you just want to go out and run 
up to them and be like ‘where are you from??’  
 
                                               
52 In certain traditions, hair can only be cut after significant life change or after a relative has 
died, as a “part of the self” has passed on also (Basso 1996; Fieldnotes 2012). This is one of the 
reasons why cutting the hair was such a traumatic assimilation tactic in boarding schools.  
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For urban Natives, long hair and other outward cultural adornments are a way to both 
“prove” their cultural identity and make social connections. Similar to Maria’s story, Lisa 
says,  
There’s still instances where you’ll be sitting on the train and you’ll see someone 
and they’re clearly wearing like a Native Veteran hat, or like… some kind of sign 
that like you want to say ‘what tribe are you? Where are you from?’ (Focus 
Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
As I explored in Chapter 4, urban Native place-making is predicated upon making social 
connections with other Natives the city. Therefore, life in the city means that participants 
are confronted with stereotypes about how Natives are “supposed” to look, while 
engaging with said stereotypes to both perform a “legitimate” cultural identity and 
identify other Natives.  
 “Proof” of Native cultural identity is also performed socially, particularly through 
“pan-Indian” events such as powwows53 (Gonzales 2001). Among my participants, there 
seems to be an expectation that you attend your tribe’s powwow—if you are able—and 
absence from this event is met with suspicion. For instance, during culture class one 
evening a participant mentioned her Choctaw54 ancestry. Upon hearing this, another 
participant squinted at her and said, “You’re Choctaw—but how come you don’t go to 
any of their powwows?” (Field notes, October 21, 2015). For urban Natives living far 
                                               
53 Gonzales and other scholars classify these events as “pan-Indian” affairs because they are 
multi-tribal events that often span regional traditions. Although powwows emerged from 
traditional Plains cultures (with heavy influences from Lakota material culture and tradition), they 
are now ubiquitous across the United States, with slight regional variations in dance, music, and 
regalia. Each spring, the “Gathering of Nations” powwow is held in Albuquerque and members 
from tribes across the United States (with a few from Canada and Mexico) attend.  
54 Tribe has been changed to protect participant identity. 
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from their tribal homelands, attending regional powwows is also important. As Lydia, 
who grew up with a mixed heritage, stated, “my Dad really wanted us to be proud of our 
Native side, so every summer he would take us to powwows in Massachusetts…growing 
up I didn’t appreciate it as much, but it helped me be involved in the Native community 
[here]” (Interview, June 26, 2015). Attending powwow, then, played a role in both 
Lydia’s identity affirmation and sense of place formation. 
More than just community participation, an “authentic” Native identity is 
affirmed through attending events deemed legitimate by the surrounding Native 
community. Participants talk about avoiding powwows that are “not really run by 
Natives.” For instance, one day Diane walked into culture class fuming about a particular 
powwow in the region: 
Do not go to this one—I went to check it out and it’s run by people who don’t 
know anything about Native culture! They disrespected the elders by not serving 
them food first, and they didn’t follow protocols (Field notes, July 23, 2015).  
 
While outsiders can certainly attend powwows—and are often encouraged to, as a way to 
learn about Native cultures—certain protocols and standards of behavior must be 
followed. With the increase of “ethnic switchers,” urban Natives make a point of not 
recognizing the legitimacy of these powwows to avoid being associated with this group. 
In a similar vein, a recent qualitative study found that one of the barriers to integrating 
traditional medicine in Urban Indian Health Organizations is “uncertainty about who is 
trustworthy;” participants did not want to condone or inadvertently take part in an 
inauthentic or appropriated activity (Hartmann and Gone, 2012:542). In this sense, 
cultural identity is tied to physical place and social place: physical because it is based on 
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where one goes, and social because it is contingent on integration into the activities of the 
urban Native social body.  
 
Place and the Stress Paradox 
 
 Letting out an exasperated sigh, Selena shakes her head and says, “y’know, we’re 
the only race that’s gotta work to prove our own identity” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015). 
As this chapter has shown, Native Americans must endure a number of subjective 
“tests”—both social and physical—in order to legitimize their claim to a specific cultural 
and ethnic identity. For urban Natives, physical place makes the burden of proof even 
greater; in the American cultural psyche, cities are not where Natives are “supposed” to 
be. As Maria states,  
Ye:ah the people back at home ask you...who’s your Mom and who’s your Dad? 
Who’s your grandparents [K: Yeah]. And then coming from up here they’re like 
‘no where are you really from? No like so, you guys aren’t really Native 
American (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
On reservations, Native status and social inclusion is affirmed through the simple 
question: “who are your parents?” Some individuals choose to live strictly within their 
tribe’s traditional ways, others less so, but their activities hold no bearing on their Native 
status; through locality and family relations, their cultural and ethnic identity is ascribed. 
However, as I have shown in this chapter, urban Natives—especially those in the 
northeast—face extra pressure to perform an “authentic” cultural identity based on 
internalized stereotypes (Gonzales 2001) and public perception. In a sense, urban Native 
social acceptance is similar to the social pressure religious converts face to engage in 
more outward displays of faith, in order to demonstrate genuine commitment to their 
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newfound beliefs (Moosavi 2012). However, urban Natives are not “converts” to their 
ethnicity, and it is sense of place development—social inclusion within urban spaces— 
which necessitates this pressure to perform.  
 Challenges to cultural identity by both Natives and non-Natives alike are a major 
source of stress for my participants. Common themes in interviews and focus groups 
were feelings of invisibility, coupled with the frustrated sentiment “how are we supposed 
to act?” (Focus group, June 17, 2015). A handbook for clinicians working in the field of 
American Indian health and wellness reads, “the subtle assumptions regarding an 
authentic Indian identity hobble health and wellness insofar as they hobble the aspirations 
and expectations of contemporary Indian people who harbor them” (Gone 2006:57). 
Elders like Elise wonder if they are “Indian enough” living in the city; others worry if 
their authenticity will dissipate if they only travel back to the reservation during powwow 
season (Fieldnotes, September 2, 2015).  Such fears compound urban Native stress 
surrounding how they are supposed to act and interact in the city.   
In addition to the place-politic factors described in Chapter 3, the pressure to 
perform an “authentic” identity is perhaps a contributing factor to the statistically-
significant disparity in “stress/ mental distress” experienced by Boston-area Natives, 
compared to the region’s general population (Community Health Needs Assessment 
2015; UIHI Community Health Profile 2011). Moreover, these data indicate that urban 
Natives in the Boston area experience higher average rates of mental distress than other 
metropolitan regions surveyed by the Urban Indian Health Institute. A 2011 report states 
that 15.1 percent of American Indian/Alaska Natives report frequent mental distress 
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across all service areas, while the rate in the Boston area is 20.3 percent (UIHI Aggregate 
report, 2011). This data supports what the ethnographic material in this chapter has 
documented: as a northeastern city, Boston’s place/identity-politic produces a specific 
“landscape of distress”55 that affects urban Native health and well-being.  
However, the irony is that participants must perform these stress-inducing 
“authentic” identities in order to gain access to health services. Stated earlier, as an IHS-
funded health organization NAL can only provide services to those with tribal enrollment 
cards. Urban Natives who are waiting for their status to be processed often engage in a 
performance of proof to show that “they are who they say they are.” For instance, in one 
interview with a participant waiting for his tribal paperwork to arrive, he continually 
expresses to me the various ways in which he is “getting in touch with his Native 
ancestry,” the many powwows he has attended, and his several spiritual experiences that 
connect him to his tribe’s traditions (Interview, July 19, 2015). In short, his comments are 
an attempt to validate his place in the urban Native social body. In Chapter 4 I introduced 
the concept of medical citizenship, an expansion of Petryna’s “biological citizenship”, 
which illustrated how access to clinical services is used in place-making. The intertwined 
burdens of official and social “proof” of identity reveal that gaining medical 
citizenship—and sometimes one’s place in the community—hinges upon cultural identity 
validation. 
“Authentic Identity” and Health: Type II Diabetes Case Study 
                                               
55 See Chapter 3 where I develop this term.  
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 As Gone (2006) claims, the internalization of an “authentic” Native identity 
influences the “expectations” of urban Natives. While his argument focused specifically 
on assumed expectations of what Native people can be and achieve (similar to the 
intergenerational trauma section of this chapter), I argue that expectations of authenticity 
also influence attitudes toward particular health conditions. Similar to fatalistic attitudes 
towards diabetes associated with the faulty “thrifty gene” hypothesis (see Background 
chapter), some urban Natives worry about whether having certain health conditions is 
“part of” being Native American, especially for those faced with daily stereotypes about 
their ethnicity. For instance, in an interview with two siblings of mixed ethnicity, the 
participant who appeared more “stereotypically” Native expresses a greater concern 
about diabetes: 
I really try and watch what I eat, or find time to exercise and keep my weight 
down, because diabetes in a big concern for me, being Native. I don’t know if it’s 
genetic or what, but being Native diabetes like runs in my family, and it’s 
something I’m always worried about. (Interview, June 26, 2015).  
 
In contrast, her sibling does not mention diabetes during the interview, instead talking 
about health concerns associated with her busy work schedule such as anxiety and limited 
time to exercise and prepare healthy foods. While these are also considered risk factors 
for diabetes mellitus, she does not outwardly conceptualize them in this way, nor as a 
specifically “Native” problem. With her lighter skin and hair, she was never as inundated 
with diabetes concerns by outside agents like biomedical providers—unlike her sister 
who is “more easily recognized as Native American” (Interview June 26, 2015). 
Although she and her sister are full biological siblings, their differing phenotypes have 
lent themselves to (unintended) misperceptions by providers and social groups that one is 
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“more” at risk of diabetes and the other “less” so, and these assumptions have been 
internalized.  
 Rates and attitudes about type II diabetes among urban Natives are an example of 
the ways in which the social and physical dimensions of place interact with the politics of 
identity. Participants view diabetes as a major health concern because it is a problem that 
they see among other urban Natives. As Ruth states, “I try and cook right, because most 
of my Indian friends, they have the sugar diabetes” (Interview, June 26, 2015). In a recent 
Community Health Needs Assessment survey of Boston’s Native American community, 
21.4 percent of respondents self-reported “diabetes” as a major health concern 
individually, and 8 percent responded to an open-ended question saying they believed 
diabetes to be the “greatest health challenge facing Natives in Boston” (CHNA report, 
2015). As I presented in Chapter 3, Boston’s structural landscape of distress contributes 
to this disparity through structural factors such as housing and food insecurity, and lack 
of safe spaces to exercise – all risk factors for diabetes. In urban Native social spaces, 
conversations and jokes socially construct diabetes as an eventuality. For instance, during 
culture class a young woman excitedly tells her friend about a date she had at a powwow, 
to which her friend jokingly replied: “He’s cute and he doesn’t have diabetes yet? Ey, 
then you’re good!” (Field notes, May 9, 2015).  
However, while urban Natives face statistically-significant diabetes disparities 
compared to the general population (CHNA 2015; UIHI 2011), this issue is often 
overshadowed by the diabetes epidemic present on many reservations.56 Situated within 
                                               
56 For more literature on AI/AN diabetes, see Background chapter. 
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landscapes of structural deprivation, some urban Natives feel frustrated that their 
struggles are not taken seriously by those living on reservations. According to Selena: 
And they think we’re rich off the rez. And I’m just like ‘I am not rich!!... Wait till 
you see rich.’ And they always ask my mother ‘[if I] eat money, I eat money, 
you’re rich living in the city.’  I’m like ‘um where do you get the idea?’ (Focus 
Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
Among Boston’s urban Native community, participants express particular concern about 
diabetes due to structural constraints and internalized assumptions about diabetes and 
Native bodies. Yet due to perceptions about urban Native wealth, the urban diabetes 
disparity is not taken “as seriously” by other Natives. This is yet another way urban 
dwellers are placed lower on the hierarchy of “who is Native enough”: diabetes is 
stereotyped as a “Native problem,” but it is not conceptualized as an urban Native 
problem. This false perception influences bureaucratic allocations: urban clinics only 
receive one percent of IHS funding, despite the fact that the majority of Natives live in 
urban areas (Interview, June 9, 2015). Place, therefore, does not just influence 
perceptions of “legitimate” Native social identity, but also “legitimate” Native illness 
identities.   
Urban Sense of Place and the Stress Paradox 
 With the increase in Native Americans living in urban areas, there has been 
increased—if still limited—multidisciplinary scholarship on “American Indian 
experiences of urban life” (Lobo & Peters, eds. 2001). While these works do an excellent 
job illustrating that an urban identity is just as “authentic” as a reservation identity—and 
that these identities often exist along a continuum—they often focus on “how Indian 
identity is sustained in cities,” such as Fixico’s (2000) The Urban Indian Experience in 
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America. I argue that, through interactions with the place-multiple, urban Native 
identities are not “sustained” but reconstituted through the development of a sense of 
place. Integrating into an urban Native social body and seeking out urban physical spaces 
does not make one’s Native cultural identity any less “authentic,” but as this chapter 
illustrates, it is hardly a “sustained” cultural identity. As we have seen, urban Natives 
seek out and integrate into pan-Native cultural activities, consciously “perform” their 
Native status, and even adopt particular illness identities. These interactions between 
body, place, and identity-politic contribute to the development of an urban Native sense 
of place.  
 Urban Native sense of place creates what I call the “stress paradox.” As Chapter 4 
explored, an urban sense of place creates a protective factor against Boston’s landscape 
of distress through fostering social connection, support networks, and creating physical 
proxies for one’s homeland. However, as this chapter has illustrated, an “urban identity” 
creates its own challenges, with social and physiological impacts. While urban sense of 
place is integral to well-being while living in the city, it creates stressors for self-identity 
when one becomes labeled as “urban.” Margaret Moss, a doctor and member of the 
Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Nation states in an interview with Indian Country Today 
Media Network that, “Intertribal identities come to the fore in urban areas in contrast to 
the mostly singular tribal identities ‘back home.’ Therefore, when [city dwellers] return 
to their reservations reintegration may be an issue” (December 7, 2015). During a focus 
group, Maria observed a similar phenomenon: 
If you grew up in this urban atmosphere like this, and you get to go travel [to] 
like, your grandparents, you, I don’t know your parents wanted to take you to the 
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grandparent’s gravesite or whatever, it’s gonna be hard to adjust to the Native 
community, and they won’t accept you (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
As this chapter has shown, urban Natives face pressure to prove an “authentic” identity to 
both the public and other Natives alike. Adopting an “intertribal” identity with the urban 
community, therefore, can clash with a tribally-specific identity and be met with 
suspicion by friends and relatives. Blinking away sudden tears and subtly attempting to 
clear her throat, Maria continues: 
So, it’s like when I went back home, um, all my friends and cousins told me like I 
changed. Like I’m a different person. And, [I] was hurt and then I was just like, 
‘oh y’know, mhm’... just laughed it all off. And we just joke again. But um, yeah 
they recognize that. That you—you’re not the same person that you were when 
you were living with them, like seeing them every day at like family events and 
stuff (Focus Group, June 17, 2015).  
 
Maria is actively involved in NAL and feels socially integrated into Boston’s urban 
Native community. However, while this has allowed her to adjust to life in the city, it 
creates conflict when she returns home. Her Boston “proxy” is not the same as her 
homeland, and neither is her social identity.  
Moving between home and the city creates a situation where Maria and others 
feel they have to “choose” which facet of their social identity to emphasize: their tribe, or 
their urban self. Which form of identity is prioritized, as this chapter has shown, is both 
situational and locational. Participants prioritize their urban identity when interacting 
with the multi-tribal members of Boston’s urban Native community. Yet to home 
communities and non-Natives, they emphasize their tribal heritage. One is an act of 
belonging, the other an assertion of authenticity. “Proving” identity in the face of “ethnic 
switching”, Maria and participants like her ironically also need to perform a “switch” in 
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which self to prioritize. Yet the very process of performing proof to both non-Natives and 
home community members reinforces urban Native outsider status, and the fact that they 
are, as Maria states, “a different person.”   
 Urban sense of place presents a stress paradox because of the Native 
phenomenological conception of “place-as-self.” There is a cultural emphasis on 
connection with “home” as a source of cultural, physical, and moral strength (Basso, 
1996). Therefore, while spatial and social proxies for “home” are crafted in urban areas, 
there still exists a sense—in traditional Indigenous worldviews—that one is not fully 
“themselves” when separated from their traditional land. This worldview even applies to 
communities who have been separated from homeland for generations, as Jennifer’s 
statements reveal: 
And I wonder like, for, um, for some people out in Oklahoma like Shawnees and 
Delwares and Senecas: they remember being here [in the East]? Do they 
remember us? Would they come here? Would the—like, those Shawnees and 
Delawares come back to the Susquehanna River where I’m from, y’know the 
water and the earth that I’m made of, would they remember being there? Would 
they know that that’s where they’re supposed to be? (Focus Group, June 17, 
2015).  
 
For Jennifer, homeland separation extends past individuals moving to cities: it 
encompasses entire tribes re-settling out West due to federal re-location policies. For her, 
the pain of separation in these two instances is no different; even though these tribes have 
established new tribally-important spaces in Oklahoma, she still yearns that they 
remember “where they’re supposed to be.” With this understanding in mind, it becomes 
clearer why constructing an intertribal urban Native community could never possibly 
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compensate for leaving the “water and earth that [you’re] made of.” How could it, when 
even entire tribes have tried and fallen short? 
To the urban Native community, having an urban sense of place creates an 
integrated social body, but a dislocated cultural body. Sense of place development is a 
way to cope with isolation and pain of separation from one’s homeland, but this too 
generates tension and thrusts a greater “burden of proof” upon urban Native cultural 
authenticity. The complications of an urban Native social identity, growing from a sense 
of place, thereby reinforce physical, social, and structural stressors tied to Boston’s urban 
landscape.   
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CONCLUSION: BOSTON AND THE PLACE-MULTIPLE 
 
So what are we doing here I ask the crow parading on the ledge of falling that  
hangs over this precarious city? 
Crow just laughs says ‘wait, wait and see’ and I am waiting and not seeing 
anything, not just yet. 
But like the crow I collect the shine of anything beautiful I can find. 
 – Joy Harjo, “The Path to the Milky Way Leads through Los Angeles”  
 
 On a warm spring evening—exactly one month before the NAL clients would 
visit the community garden for the first time, and two months before the Arboretum 
walk—culture class participants sit in the conference room as they had so many other 
times that year. The orange light from the setting sun filters in through the blinds, giving 
the plastic white folding table a zebra effect. Amid discussions of family milestones and 
upcoming powwows, the conversation turns to the historical injustices against Natives in 
the northeast. One young woman—her voice filled with fresh pain although the event 
happened years before—says that her ancestors’ remains are now underneath the runway 
of a local airport. “The state has covered it up enough that we can’t really prove it,” she 
shakes her head, “our family needs permission to even visit the graves.” Looking up from 
her weaving pattern, Diane lets out a frustrated sigh, “it’s a shame, that we have to prove 
who we are. It’s all about the land for them [the government].” Deftly looping another 
thread into the stitch, she continues, “I mean, every time we connect back to the land as a 
sense of place, and as a home… Massachusetts Bay uproots us and said that we didn’t 
exist. If they say we’re not alive, then we can’t get the land deeds.” Nodding, another 
woman agrees. “It’s true, [they would do] everything to keep us from being connected to 
our culture and our land” (Field notes April 17, 2015). 
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 Conversations like these are common at Native American LifeLines, and reveal 
the legacy of colonial dispossession that continues to have direct ramifications on Native 
well-being. For my participants, the root of this dispossession is tied to place: a denial of 
“home.” The previous chapter explored how urban place can complicate the “burden of 
proof” for urban Native identities. From these conversations, it is revealed that the 
stressors of identity not only have social and political ramifications, but access to 
physical spaces of cultural importance. Diane and others’ statements reveal that, in a 
worldview of “place-as-self,” denying access to place is a denial of Native existence.  
 Henri Lefebvre, in his foundational work on the social production of space, argues 
that “space is never empty: it always embodies a meaning” (1991:54 in Low 2014:35). 
The previous analytical chapters have explored urban Native interactions with Boston’s 
landscape through a “place/body multiple” framework, demonstrating how the physical, 
social, and political layers of place (and identity) interact with the Native “body multiple” 
(Schepher-Hughes and Lock, 1987), in often paradoxical ways. To recall a quote from the 
introduction, “place is as much character as setting” in the lives of Boston’s urban 
Natives (Miller, 2001:34). Although the “landscape of distress” concept can be applied to 
other Native populations living in other cities, the highly visible colonial legacy of 
Boston’s landscape perpetuates a historical trauma, or dis-placement, that may not be 
seen elsewhere in the United States. Therefore, Boston is a necessary “place” to study to 
gain a complete picture of urban Native health and wellness. The study of urban Native 
sense of place in Boston would not be complete without a critical examination of the city 
of Boston and its colonial heritage. To do this, I will examine Boston’s heterotopic 
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“place-multiple,” and the ways in which the contentious history present in each of these 
layers perpetuates the historicization and feelings of invisibility for urban Natives.  
 
A Colonial Place-Multiple 
Boston’s Place-Politic 
 November 24, 2004 was a historic day for Native Americans in Boston—the day 
they were finally able to legally enter the city. On this day, then-mayor Thomas Menino 
asked the Massachusetts State Legislature to repeal the 1675 Indian Imprisonment Act, 
which authorized the arrest of Native Americans who entered the city. According to the 
Boston Globe, the text of the law reads: 
We find that there still remains ground of Fear, that unless more effectual care be 
taken, we may be exposed to mischief by some of that Barbarous Crew, or any 
Strangers not of our Nation, by their coming into, or residing in Town of 
Boston… [guards shall be posted] at the end of said Town towards Roxbury, to 
hinder the coming in of any Indian, until Application be first made to the 
Governor… and then to be admitted with a Guard of two Musqueteers, and to be 
remanded back with the same Guard, not to be suffered to lodge in Town, unless 
in Prison (In Boston Globe November 25, 2004). 
 
In other words, the law states that guards watch over the outskirts of Boston, Native 
Americans can only enter the city if they are escorted by two musketeers, and they cannot 
remain in Boston overnight, “unless in Prison.” The law was enacted at the height of 
King Philip’s War, a bloody conflict between the Wampanoag Tribe and English 
colonists in southern New England. It began as “an Indian uprising in which hundreds of 
colonists were killed, and ended with the deaths of thousands of American Indians and 
the virtual elimination of several tribes” (Boston Globe, November 25, 2004). 
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Proportionately, it remains one of the bloodiest wars on American soil since colonial 
occupation. 
 Although the law today has “no place in Boston” (Menino in New York Times  
November 25, 2004), it remained on the books for 329 years. New England is full of 
outdated “Blue Laws” (a pickle is not a pickle in Connecticut, unless it bounces),57 yet 
the fact that this particular law remained for so long, unchallenged, reveals the 
unaddressed colonial roots of Boston’s political landscape, and the invisible urban Native 
body politic. Native Americans were not granted full citizenship in Massachusetts until 
1869, with the passage of the Massachusetts Enfranchisement Act. This perpetuates a 
sense that Native Americans are an “unwelcome” minority within the city, if their 
presence is acknowledged at all. For Native Americans aware of the law, the weight of 
this historical hostility was a daily presence. As the Boston Globe reports: 
Joanne Dunn, executive director of the Boston Native American Center, said she 
laughed a bit as she drove into Boston on Wednesday, realizing that she was, 
technically, breaking the law (being without benefit of the "two musketeers" 
required to escort American Indians with business in the city). ‘For us indigenous 
people it brings some closure,’ Ms. Dunn said. ‘You come into the City of Boston 
and it crosses your mind that you're not welcome here. It’s one of those things, 
maybe it’s not enforced, but there’s always something in the back of your mind… 
it’s a reminder of the past’ (Boston Globe November 25, 2004). 
 
As the previous chapter explores, many second-generation urban Natives face 
barriers to self-identifying as Native American through parental concealment of ethnicity, 
and an intergenerational transmission of trauma as a result of often violent discrimination 
                                               
57 Pond, Deborah 2013. “The Pickle Law.” The CONNector: Connecticut State Library. 15(3):2. 
http://ctstatelibrary.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/13aug15final.pdf 
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(Jackson 2001). The colonial laws that shape Boston (and New England) reinforce these 
fears and perpetuate identity-concealment.  As Diane recalls: 
My father would try and teach us Spanish, but whenever we spoke it my mother 
would yell at us and say ‘English! You have to speak ENGLISH!’ We never 
understood why she got so mad, but now I think that it’s because she was scared, 
she didn’t want to draw any more attention to the fact that we didn’t fit in, 
weren’t white (Field notes April 17, 2015).  
 
At the urging of other women in the room, Diane reveals that much of her mother’s fear 
stemmed from her perception of the existence of another southern New England “Blue 
Law,” also a vestige of King Philip’s War:  
Up until 2002, if you were a Wampanoag over the age of 12 you were considered 
the enemy and they [citizens] could shoot you on sight! And it took them until 15 
years ago to get rid of it! (Field notes, April 17, 2015).   
 
After an extensive search for this law amongst southern New England statues, I was not 
able to find a record of this law, or its repeal in 2002. However, the mere perception that 
this law exists attests to the fact that, for New England Natives, such a law could be 
plausible and enforceable. Whether real or not, remnants of colonial tension continued to 
influence urban Native movement and expression of cultural identity into the twenty-first 
century.  
Boston’s Social Landscape 
 For generations, the vestiges of colonial tensions inscribed into the legal code 
perpetuated what Diane calls a “quiet dignity” among New England Natives: 
You didn’t wanna go outside the community and let people know you were Indian 
because it’d bring harm to the whole community… they called it Quiet Dignity. 
They knew who they were with Quiet Dignity (Field note s April 17, 2015).  
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However, although Boston’s Native residents “knew who they were,” their silence within 
Boston’s social landscape perpetuated the myth that Native Americans did not “exist” in 
New England, or were historical curiosities only worth mentioning at certain times of 
year. To recall Linda’s statements in the last chapter, in a region whose social history is 
constructed around the landing at Plymouth Rock, “they [the public] only care about us 
around Thanksgiving” (Interview June 26, 2015). In fact, the repeal of the 1675 Indian 
Imprisonment Act took place the week of Thanksgiving, to enhance public interest.   
In a locally-specific emphasis on the Thanksgiving myth, autumn is when the 
public seeks out Native cultural experiences. As one young man states: 
November is the busy season for cultural outreach… this time of year I get lots of 
jobs at schools and colleges talking about my regalia, music, ‘living in two 
worlds,’ that whole thing… (Field notes October 16, 2014).  
 
In this sense, urban Natives can trade on their cultural identity for social capital. This is 
why one participant stated, “it’s almost easier for the Wampanoags than other Indians out 
East, because they can say, ‘we’re the Thanksgiving Indians’ and people will know that 
their tribe exists” (Fieldnotes). However, this social capital doesn’t last; the man who was 
so busy with cultural outreach in the November is the same man who said his son was 
worried about wearing his hair long in school (discussed in Chapter 4). This temporary 
social capital perpetuates a perception that Native identity is an “optional ethnicity,” 
(Waters 1996) to be expressed only in November but largely ignored throughout the year; 
the same way Irish-Americans claim their heritage on St. Patrick’s Day. As sociologist 
Mary Waters (1996) argues, those with the greatest social capital have the freedom to 
express a “symbolic ethnicity” that is “individual in nature and without real social cost to 
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the individual” (444). However, urban Native ethnicity is not “optional,” rather, it is 
suppressed through discrimination and historical injustice. In Boston’s social landscape, 
urban Natives exist with “quiet dignity.” 
 The historical fetishization of Native Americans in New England also lends itself 
to the myth that Natives are “extinct,” as Selena’s classmate mistakenly believed in 
Chapter 3. As Lisa and Jennifer agree, the myth of the “last Native” pervades the 
northeast social imaginary. During a focus group at NAL, Lisa states: 
I’m used to defending my fa:mily, and just my own identity where I live, ‘cause 
that’s just something that—there’s always ‘the last of the full-bloods’—like that’s 
always been a thing we had to deal with. It was like ‘my great-great grandfather 
was the last Native, you can’t be Native’ kind of a thing...  
 
Nodding in agreement, Jennifer adds: 
  
Oh yeah that weird ‘last thing’ of our people… I remember reading like um, in 
uh—I was at the historical archives just reading about, like our region. And they 
were talking about ‘the last Indian that lived in [the] county’ or whatever like  
 
She rolls her eyes, and mimes raising her hand in a classroom, pointing to herself: 
 
‘I’m right he-ere! I’m not the last one.... I got cousins, I got, y’know...’ like, it’s 
not—that’s not a thing, why is that a thing?  
 
Lisa, still laughing at Jennifer’s pantomiming, replies: 
 
It’s always a thing and then it’s like...but those people had children! How are they 
the last?  
 
As I presented in Chapter 5, Native identity was misconstrued or outright denied in 
census records throughout the 19th—and into the 20th—century. This bureaucratic erasure 
perpetuated the myth among the general public that Natives do not exist, and thus, have 
no claim over land or services. As Diane states at the beginning of this chapter, “If they 
say we’re not alive, then we can’t get the land deeds.”  These official records, preserved 
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in the “historical archives” Jennifer mentions, become socially reinforced through a 
mythology of Manifest Destiny. Land cannot be “stolen” if there is no one living on it; 
there is no reason to feel colonial guilt if the victims do not exist.  
Native American ethnicity becomes constructed as genealogical curiosity in the 
public social imagination: expressed as an interesting bit of family history, but not a daily 
lived reality. Thus, Lisa and others are met with disbelief and hostility when their 
ethnicity or cultural identity is expressed: “my great-great grandfather was the last 
Native, you can’t be Native.” As previous chapters demonstrate, this disbelief is 
compounded in urban areas, because it is not a place where Native Americans are 
“supposed” to be. As Lisa states, “I still love the one’s [non-Natives] that are so amazed I 
live in a house” (Focus Group, June 17, 2015). However, the locally-specific narrative of 
colonial erasure in New England—particularly New England urban areas— reinforces the 
urban Native social body as a metaphor for invisibility. It also adds to the perception that 
this social body is an “historic” body, out-of-place physically and temporally.  
Boston’s Physical Landscape 
 Boston’s physical landscape reinforces the historicization of the urban Native 
social body, with effects on bodily well-being. Boston separates itself from other urban 
areas by retaining visible markers of its colonial history throughout the city. This is most 
prominent on Boston’s “Freedom Trail,” a 2.5-mile red brick walking path that winds 
through the heart of downtown past historic sites. According to the City of Boston’s 
website, the Freedom Trail “covers two and a half centuries of America's most significant 
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past.”58 For Boston’s urban Natives, this past is certainly significant, but likely not in the 
same sense that the tourism site intended. Furthermore, “most significant” carries the 
connotation that anything beforehand was less so—while certainly a true sentiment for 
Boston’s tourists hoping for a patriotic account of their country’s founding, it ignores 
Native history and presence before “Colonial Revolutionary Boston” 
(www.cityofboston.gov) came to be. Walking through downtown in a city that has 
constructed its social and physical identity around its colonial legacy is a daily reminder 
of, as one participant calls it, the public’s “lack of consciousness or concern,” for Native 
presence and history (Fieldnotes, February 1, 2016).  
                                               
58 http://www.cityofboston.gov/freedomtrail/default.asp 
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Fig. 6.1: A map of Boston’s Freedom Trail (Courtesy of Kathy, 50shadesofage.com; 2015) 
 
 In his introduction of Wisdom Sits in Places, Keith Basso writes: 
Long before the advent of literacy, to say nothing of ‘history’ as an academic 
discipline, places served humankind as durable symbols of distant events and as 
indispensable aids for remembering and imagining them—and this convenient 
arrangement, ancient but not outmoded, is with us still today… If place-making is 
a way of constructing the past, a venerable means of doing human history, it is 
also a way of constructing social traditions and, in the process, personal and social 
identities. We are, in a sense, the place-worlds we imagine. (Basso 1996:7).  
 
This phenomenon is seen in Boston today, a city which has capitalized on historical 
dispossession of Native land. Its social construction as a “Colonial Revolutionary” city is 
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reflected in the maintenance of colonial landmarks to fuel tourism; the physical, social, 
and structural landscapes of Boston have been shaped by the place-making process of 
those in power. This impacts the place-making process of urban Natives, particularly 
those whose traditional homelands may be the land that Boston was built upon. As 
Jennifer states,  
It’s difficult because our homeland has been taken from us and is paved over; 
there’s a layer of concrete over our ancestor’s bones (Field notes, June 18, 2015).  
 
How can physical spaces of healing be sought out, when “home” is covered by colonial 
landmarks and reminders? While Natives from other regions of the country seek out 
natural or green spaces in Boston that remind them of the mountains of their homeland, 
or the forests of their ancestors, members of Boston-area tribes have always known these 
spaces to be overlaid with a colonial place-world.  
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Fig. 6.2: A statue of Washington stands in the Boston Public Gardens (Lynch 2015) 
 
 As Basso states above, places communicate physical, social, and cultural history. 
The City of Boston website even states that, “the past and present live alongside the trail” 
(www.cityofboston.gov). For Boston’s urban Natives, the history of these urban 
landscapes—“what happened here” (Basso 1996:7)—matters. It is more than just a 
tourist’s fascination; in an Indigenous worldview the history of these places continue to 
affect daily lived realities. For instance, when the young girl named Bella Bond was 
found in a trash bag on Deer Island, one of my participants stated that, “there was not a 
Native person I talked to that didn’t bring up the history of that place [when they heard 
the news].” He even adds that, “some Nipmuck folks went out to her services for that 
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reason” (Field notes, February 1, 2016). During the height of King Philip’s War in 1675-
6, Europeans removed approximately 500 Native Americans from their homes and 
interned them on Deer Island. Many of them would die that winter without access to 
proper food or shelter (National Park Service; www.nps.gov).59 For Natives whose tribe 
is tied to the history of the Boston-area landscape, the trauma of that place continues to 
affect innocent lives today. Thus, it came as no surprise to them that of all the Harbor 
Islands, Bella Bond’s body would be found on Deer Island. The past and the present are 
intertwined; the health of the land—these spaces of conquering and death—are believed 
to have direct impact on the bodily health of those who inhabit it today.  
 
Urban Space as Native Land 
In the previous three sections I have progressively shown how the social, 
physical, and political-historical characteristics of Boston specifically contribute to an 
urban place-body multiple that has negative ramifications for Native wellness. Despite 
erasure from popular narratives of the city’s history, Boston Natives have not forgotten 
that the city is built on stolen Native land. While this is a source of stress, frustration, and 
ancestral pain, it also can play a key role in urban place-making. Rather than viewing the 
city as a separation from traditional land, some participants view urban Boston as an 
extension of their place-world. During one of the first culture classes I attended, Paul—
the young man from Chapter 3 who would eventually return home—asked about my 
research. I replied that I wanted to know about the importance of place in connection to 
                                               
59 National Park Service, 2015: http://www.nps.gov/boha/learn/historyculture/facts-deer.htm 
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health, especially in urban areas. Adjusting his ponytail, a thoughtful smile turned up the 
corners of Paul’s mouth. After a pause, he said: 
Well, y’know, Sherman Alexie once said that the rez isn’t our traditional land 
anyway, here in the cities are, there’s just stuff built on it. So technically it’s all 
our traditional land that we’re living on. Like Flagstaff [out West], that’s all 
Hopi, Zuni, Pueblo land (Field notes, November 6, 2014).  
 
Within this framework, rather than Native Americans being “out-of-place” in the city, it 
is the city that is out-of-place on Native territory.  
 As Paul mentions, the sentiment that urban landscapes are traditional Native land 
is echoed in Native American/ Indigenous literature. In Leslie Marmon Silko’s 1977 
novel Ceremony, Gallup and Albuquerque are “presented as dehumanizing outlands that 
pervert and destroy those who are attracted to them” (Miller 2001:38). Yet despite this 
characterization, a medicine man chooses to remain near Gallup, stating: 
It strikes me funny… people wondering why I live so close to this filthy town. 
But see, this hogan [house] was here first. Built long before the white people ever 
came. It is that town down there which is out of place. Not this old medicine man. 
(Silko 1977:118 in Miller 2001:39).  
 
Literary scholar Carol Miller argues that “Silko is not willing to surrender place, even 
urban place, as a domain in which ancestral authority is without power and provenance” 
(Miller 2001:38). As multiple examples in this thesis have shown, Boston’s urban 
Natives also believe that strength and healing can still be drawn from Boston’s 
landscapes, despite the “stuff built on it.”  
Some scholars take the argument of urban space-as-Native a step further and 
argue that Indigenous conceptions of “Nature” more closely reflect the interconnected 
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social landscape of urban environments than Western views of Nature as pristine, 
untamed wilderness. As critic William Bevis writes: 
Native American nature is urban… The connotation to us of ‘urban,’ suggesting a 
dense complex of human variety, is closer to Native American nature than is our 
word ‘natural.’ The woods, birds, animals are all ‘downtown,’ meaning at the 
center of action and power, in complex, unpredictable and various relationships. 
(Bevis 1987:601 in 2001:34).  
 
With this mindset, it becomes clear why socially constructed “Native spaces” throughout 
the city function as proxies for home communities, found in geographic clusters 
throughout the city. These social networks are not created despite the chaos of the city, 
but because of it—a complex “urban” web of connection is used for survival. As Vinny 
stated in an earlier chapter: 
And the first thing that I realized about Boston is you’re not gonna go hungry if 
you’re in Boston. It’s impossible. There’s so many open doors to feed you here in 
Boston. So much care that it’s overwhelming. Um, and I just kept searching for 
the light, in Boston. (Interview May 28, 2015).  
 
In Chapters 3 and 4 I discussed how Vinny’s metaphor of Boston as a “forest” helps him 
survive by making the landscape more relatable. In this sense, then, we do see that 
participants employ Bevis’ theory of “nature as urban” for survival.  
 Despite the fact that their traditional land is “paved over,” urban east coast 
Natives from local tribes view other Native Americans whose traditional lands are farther 
away as “guests” on their land. This may reinforce certain social hierarchies, and be a 
way to reclaim lost social capital as a result of having an “invisible” land base.60 In 
keeping with a reciprocal network of relations in Native social environments, these 
                                               
60 See chapter 5 on participants’ perceived differences in social capital between eastern vs. 
western Natives.  
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participants also emphasize the responsibility they have towards their guests. Jennifer, 
who is very involved at NAL, tells me: 
I have a very strong attachment to place…and I [view] the other urban Indians 
who come as visitors to our lands… While they are here as our guests on this 
land, we have a responsibility to take care of them. That is how we honor our 
ancestors (Field notes, June 18, 2015).  
 
For Jennifer, there is a strong spiritual aspect to this responsibility. Although her 
ancestors are laid to rest underneath “a layer of concrete,” Jennifer honors them through 
honoring social obligations of remaining upon her traditional land. While the physical 
space cannot always be maintained, the social space can. Thus, physical landscapes, 
while reinforcing distress, can be used to facilitate social place-making.  
The Paradox of Place and Native Lands 
Although urban spaces are cities built upon Native land, through this thesis I have 
shown that these landscapes are not just filled with concrete: they contain structural-
political, social, and physical barriers to Native health and wellness. In a direct critique to 
Bevis’ theory that urban spaces are Native natures, Miller writes, “That [Native] 
foundation is consistently undermined by a materialist environment of sustained racism, 
poverty, and cultural denigration” (Miller 2001:36). Therein lies the paradox of place-
making in Boston: while all land is, at its foundation, Native land, and carries the 
reciprocal social and spiritual obligations along with it, its surface identity as a Western 
cityscape keeps these traditional connections from being fully realized, and opens up 
challenges to Native cultural identity from both the general public and other Natives 
alike. Boston’s urban Native community may keep one another from “going hungry,” and 
foster “connection with the Earth” through planting in a community garden, but they will 
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still be assigned a plot with too many of last season’s weeds and too little access to 
sunlight, and will be mistakenly blamed for their neighbor's unkempt garden through a 
“bureaucratic mix-up” (Field notes, July 2015).  
In this sense, Boston exists as a Foucauldian heterotopia, a single real space 
which juxtaposes several spaces. As a surface physical space it exists as a “heterotopia of 
time,” (Foucault 1975) a preserved colonial “Freedom Trail” trumpeting American 
exceptionalism. However, its parallel is a space that “others,” perpetuating the exclusion 
and dispossession of urban Natives who inhabit it. It is the tensions that exist between 
juxtaposition of “Native space” and structural exclusion which contribute to making 
Boston a “landscape of distress.” 
 Within this landscape of distress, urban place-making is thus an attempt to re-
claim Boston as a space where Indigenous people are supposed to be. The socially-
constructed Native spaces that exist throughout the city, explored in the previous 
chapters, contribute to urban Native visibility and feelings of belonging. Gonzales (2001) 
writes that the bureaucratic burden of proof for Native cultural identity “devalue[s] 
relational ties based on kinship, clan, and other patterns of social interaction” (182). Yet, 
the process of urban Native place-making—the construction of and urban Native social 
identity—may be a way to reclaim traditional forms of identity validation. As these 
chapters have illustrated, it is not one’s blood quantum that makes them an “urban 
Native,” but community participation.  
 Straus and Valentino (2001) argue that “urban Indian communities are now 
experiencing retribalization, and Indian people in cities are reconnecting with their tribes” 
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(2001:89). As a result of this research, I borrow from their argument and modify it to say: 
urban spaces are now experiencing re-Indigenization, and Native people in cities are 
reconnecting with Indigenous landscapes. The natural spaces that Boston’s urban Natives 
seek out for stress relief and bodily well-being are physical proxies for their homelands, 
but they are also the traditional spaces of Indigenous Peoples, existing before Boston 
became a “place.”  Some spaces, such as Deer Island, are to be avoided; others, like the 
Arboretum, are spaces of healing. Yet, they are all spaces that Boston’s urban community 
has re-constructed as “Native.” Thus, while an urban sense of place faces many barriers 
within a complex place-body-identity multiple, its development is ultimately an 
expression of visibility. Within a landscape of distress, Native place construction shouts 
to the city skyline: “We are still here!” 
 
Recommendations 
 This project is at its core a product of community-based participatory research. 
Thus, it would not be complete without including a set of recommendations to deal with 
the challenges of urban sense of place construction within Boston’s landscape of distress. 
In keeping with CBPR methodology, these recommendations will be returned to the 
community through a presentation to the staff and clients of Native American LifeLines. 
Copies of this thesis will also be available to anyone in the community who requests it. 
Furthermore, a community-based “heathy spaces” map, compiled using Photo-voice 
submissions, will be provided to NAL as a resource for new clients.  
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As numerous examples from this ethnography have shown, sense of place is 
formed through connections with other Natives within socially-constructed “Native” 
spaces. In a community health needs assessment survey completed during the time of this 
research, 75 percent of participants reported that connecting with other Natives is 
important to their overall well-being, and 25 percent reported this is “somewhat” 
important. Zero participants responded “not important.” However, 64 percent of 
respondents reported that they feel only “somewhat” or “not really” connected to other 
Natives in their area (CHNA 2015).61 This lack of connection may be due to the “obvious 
disconnect between Native-focused organizations, within a small geographic area” 
(personal communication, February 1, 2016). Unlike the cities profiled in Lobo (1998), 
Jackson (2001), and others, Boston is distinct in that it does not have one main urban 
center. While NAL is an IHS-funded health outreach organization, NAICOB functions as 
a space for community meetings and events, and MCNAA does not have a physical 
location at all, but a strong digital presence through social media and scholarship funds. 
Some of the participants I interviewed said they primarily visited NAL, but not other 
service organizations (n=3), or that they were very involved in other Native groups, but 
had never visited NAL (n=4). Some, like Carlos, are just becoming connected to 
Boston’s urban Native community, but are not sure where to go. Below is a diagram of 
the overlapping service organizations that work with Boston-area Natives.62  
 
                                               
61 For a full copy of the CHNA Summer 2015 report, please see Appendix I.  
62 NAL= Native American LifeLines, NAICOB= North American Indian Center of Boston, 
MCNAA= Massachusetts Center for Native American Awareness 
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Fig. 6.3:  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 Enhanced communication between these groups is needed to foster urban Native 
well-being. Although internal politics, grant competitions, and overlapping services are 
barriers to communication for any nonprofit organizations, these Native centers would 
mutually benefit from increased cooperation. In an open-ended question on the CHNA 
survey, 13 percent of respondents wrote “networking with local organizations” as a way 
for NAL to improve outreach (CHNA 2015). For instance, MCNAA has a very strong 
digital presence, NAL less so. If the two organizations were to cooperate, MCNAA could 
help NAL advertise its services—and take part in the “digital place-making” discussed in 
Chapter 4—while NAL could make its clients aware of MCNAA’s social events and 
scholarship services. A 2015 study of off-reservation tribal citizens by the Native Nations 
Institute found, “participants reported that Native-focused organizations… were crucial to 
their engagement with the local Native community and to maintaining Native identity” 
(Schultz et al., 2015:4). If urban Native social identity is constructed around community 
involvement, then increased contact between organizations—or even co-sponsoring of 
social gatherings—would facilitate urban place-making.  
  
NAL 
(IHS-
funded) 
NAICOB 
 
MCNAA 
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 As the stories from previous chapters indicate, adequate housing is a major issue 
facing many participants: the physical spaces and place-politic have negative impacts on 
physical health and the urban Native body politic. According to one NAL staff member, 
“what’s really affecting our clients is homelessness. Homelessness is our biggest issue” 
(Field notes June 18, 2015). Furthermore, finding from a recent NAICOB “Grandparent’s 
Survey” (unpublished) indicate that adequate housing is a clear need among Boston’s 
AI/AN population. However, staff and clients of NAL are often frustrated that the city 
does not have targeted programs to address Native homelessness: “they don’t even know 
we’re here enough to factor us into their decision-making” one staff member complains 
(Field notes June 18, 2015). This is one of the ways that an “invisible” urban Native 
social body has negative ramifications for access to services. Partnering with other Native 
organizations for advertising and lobbying would help increase their visibility. 
Furthermore, NAL could also educate healthcare providers that housing and 
homelessness are often large barriers for Native patients. If providers screen for this 
among their Native patients, they could help connect them to other services such as 
Health LEADS.  
Data from this research also indicate that there should be a program in Boston 
Public Schools (BPS)63 to foster social connections among Native students. As explored 
in Chapter 5, many urban Native students grow up being the only Native American in 
their class, and often feel isolated, invisible, stereotyped or embarrassed. A program that 
                                               
63 While BPS should be the main target, this should also apply to school districts in towns 
bordering Boston—with gentrification, many urban Natives are moving out of the urban core and 
into surrounding area, ie Quincy.  
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makes it easier for Native students, and their parents, to meet each other across schools in 
the District would reduce feelings of isolation and counter the stereotype that Native 
Americans in Boston are “extinct.” Furthermore, such a network could ease the transition 
for a student moving from his home community—where there may be many Native 
students—to the city. According to Begay’s (2014) work with Native American youth 
attending a public high school in Phoenix, positive “American Indian” identity formation 
helps students manage their academic environment. Connecting with other Native youth 
would be another form of social place-making, and a way to strengthen cultural identity 
within the city. This is especially true for students who, due to transportation or family 
constraints, are not able to attend programs at NAL. A visible Native student program in 
Boston would also make it easier to implement and publicize culturally relevant 
mentoring programs and scholarship funds. As one community activist states, “If I can’t 
find them to communicate with them—to help put them on a path to college—how can I 
help make it happen?” (February 1, 2016).  
One way to help implement this program would be to engage the various Native 
student groups at universities throughout Boston. Unlike other urban areas, Boston’s 
urban Native population is unique in that many Natives have migrated here for education. 
However, members of these student groups may not be aware that organizations like 
NAL exists, or that its services are available to them. Engaging this population would not 
only help with mentoring and other social programming, but it would also foster these 
students’ sense of place and wellbeing as well, beyond campus.  
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This research will benefit the community by enhancing Native American visibility 
within Boston’s landscape.  Stated above, service agencies and the city government are 
often unaware of the struggles its Native American resident face; it is difficult to create 
programs targeting a health disparity, if the group implementing the program is unaware 
that the disparity exists. Through publishing the stories of Boston’s Native inhabitants, 
and targeting its distribution towards physicians and policymakers, this research acts as a 
call to action to address the challenges faced by this population. The data presented in 
this thesis also serves as a call to IHS that “one percent” of their budget is not enough 
fund the 30 urban Indian programs that exist in the United States. Without detracting 
from the serious health disparities that continue to exist on reservations, I have illustrated 
multiple examples of the specific stressors urban Natives face, ones which are 
compounded by the marginalization of urban identity.  
By showing the benefits to well-being that emerge from socially-constructed 
urban Native spaces such as culture class, I hope that this work will contribute toward 
reversing the mantra “IHS doesn’t fund culture.” According to one participant, such an 
ideology no longer “fits” with the current purported goal of IHS: 
I guess you have to look at the original origins of I.H.S. Uhh and it was to be part 
of the assimilation project. Uh ‘keep em healthy enough until we assimilate them 
and then we don’t have to have I.H.S anymore’, that was really the goal. Same 
with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, that was its goal as well. Um, but if, so I guess 
if you’re moving away from a paradigm of colonization, to cultural relevancy and 
cultural [fit]… gotta be involved in appropriate delivery of healthcare services. 
That’s my perspective. So not funding culture I think can be very counter-
productive when it could be used as a way and a mechanism to encourage people 
to engage with health and discussion of health (Interview, June 9, 2015).  
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If IHS were to fully embrace a paradigm of “cultural relevancy” and fund NAL’s cultural 
activities, there would be more opportunities for NAL to host events such as the walk 
through the Arboretum. This was one of the most popular events I attended in my year as 
an intern. Yet, this is not surprising; as I have argued throughout this thesis, in urban 
Native contexts access to “natural spaces” is important. If someone were to do an 
ethnography amongst one of the other 30 urban Indian centers in the United States, I 
argue that it could not be accomplished without taking the spaces—natural and 
otherwise—of the city itself into account. As I have shown, it is the specific elements of 
Boston’s physical, social, and historical-structural spaces that influence urban Native 
experiences.  
For future work with other urban Native communities, I would encourage 
anthropologists and health researchers to not only engage in CBPR, but also Photo-voice, 
to gain a deeper understanding of how participants conceptualize the place in which they 
are situated. Finally, I would emphasize collaboration with the local Urban Indian Health 
Organization, to see how the stressors produce in that particular city manifest in health 
concerns and disparities. Each city may have its own unique “landscape of distress”, but 
taken together, we may begin to see a pattern of specific stressors that emerge from the 
urban Native experience.    
In urban Native health research, place matters. This research reveals that urban 
Natives construct a sense of place in the city by seeking out “natural” spaces that serve as 
physical proxies for their homelands. As numerous participants have stated, these spaces 
foster mental, physical, and social well-being. Research has also shown place-based 
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learning has a positive impact on youth sense of place formation (Friedel 2009; 
Henderson 2010). Therefore, the major recommendation as a result of this research is for 
organizations like NAL to structure access to the city’s “green spaces” into their 
curriculum. This can be accomplished through scheduling periodic group trips to places 
like Castle Island, or holding a weekly walking program in the Arboretum. Not only 
would this increase physical activity (and provide a safe space for exercise), but it would 
also strengthen mental well-being and cultural connection. As Craig states:  
There’s a new Native land conservancy that they started out at Mashpee, but they 
do hikes and walks all over the place on the weekend. Uh, so I wanna start doing 
that. I like being out in the woods…I get a lot out of that, checking out a space, 
particularly with somebody who’s knowledgeable about the area… but how do 
you connect communities with those parks in terms of access? (Interview, June 9, 
2015).  
 
Craig recognizes that lack of transportation access would make consistent trips to 
Mashpee Wampanoag land difficult. However, it is possible for a similar program to be 
started in Boston: for example, nature walks with a guide who knows the cultural history 
of that particular place. As explored earlier in the section, urban place-making is 
facilitated by the recognition that Boston was built on Native land. Re-establishing those 
connections could help mitigate the landscape of distress that has been constructed in the 
Boston area. As Jennifer explains: 
I think with all the relocation, people are now more connected to their 
communities than the land they’re from, than their stories and rivers. And I think 
that’s a shame… because what are we losing?... It must be so incredible to hear 
stories on the land that it’s from. The land tells us so much about who we are as a 
people. (Field notes, June 18, 2016).  
 
Within the place/body multiple, landscapes have a direct effect on well-being in often 
paradoxical ways. Physical landscapes can be dangerous, but they also offer spaces of 
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healing. Social landscapes can foster community well-being, but they also create a social 
identity that causes participants to ask, “how much have I been shaped, being away for so 
long?” (Field notes, February 1, 2016). To paraphrase Jennifer, “the land tells us so much 
about who we are” in the social, physical, and cultural sense. Increasing connection to 
Boston’s natural areas, “hearing stories on the land that it’s from” from a community 
interpreter would help participants like Elise feel that she “walks the walk” of being an 
urban Native, help Selena show that Natives “do exist!”, help Carlos achieve his “peace 
of mind,” and help Vinny to “find the light.” With passion in her voice, Jennifer declares, 
“the land tells our story!” Boston’s Native place-world tells a story of dis-placement, 
distress, and exclusion, yes, but it is also filled with community, laughter, and survival.  
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AFTERWORD 
 
 The thinning autumn air, filled with the rich scent of decomposing leaves, slides 
into the room as clients enter Native American LifeLines for weekly culture class. The 
children run in first, faces lit up with excitement as they notice the circle of folding chairs 
in the center of the small conference room. Tonight, finally, is drumming circle! As 
everyone eases into their seats, the shyer children clinging to their grandparents’ ankles, a 
staff member leans over to me and whispers, “this program is a form of therapy and 
healing, it really brings people together.” I lean against the door frame as the culture class 
teacher mutes the speakers broadcasting music from powwows.com and picks up her 
drum, a buckskin canvas stretched over a circular wooden frame. After a few beats of her 
drum she addresses the room,  
 “Tonight we’re going to try a new song: The Cherokee Morning Song. It’s very 
easy, just follow along with me.” Tapping a steady, quarter-note rhythm of her drum, her 
voice fills the air: 
 We n’ de ya ho 
 We n’ de ya ho  
 [I am of the Great Spirit, Ho! I am of the Great Spirit, Ho!]64 
 
As she continues to drum, the rest of the participants’ voices enter the song, singing in a 
round: “It is so, it is so.” With each round of the song, more and more voices join in, 
becoming stronger and more confident as drumbeat drives on. Finally, the last participant 
joins in, a shy child with a hand on her mother’s arm. She smiles and sings loudly, her 
                                               
64 Full song with translation, found at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YhcgX1VHsgk&list=RDYhcgX1VHsgk#t=0 
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soprano voice floating above the melody. Eyes filling with pride, the mother pats her 
child on the head and the culture class teacher, without missing a beat on the drum, 
throws back her head and laughs.  
 Smiling, I turn away from the scene and walk behind the building to help a staff 
member load food donations into the NAL van. As I walk, the melody of voices and 
drum waft out of the open windows and into the parking lot. It reverberates through 
parked cars and circulates out onto the busy evening street. The community of voices 
flows through the trees lining the road, and out into the city of Boston. There, it will 
reach into neighborhoods, parks, intersections, and beaches, driving forth with the same 
rhythm: “We are still here. We are still here.” 
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Fig. 7.1: In the Community Garden (Lynch 2015) 
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APPENDIX I: NAL BOSTON COMMUNITY HEALTH NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
 
  
2/15/16
1
NAL	Boston	Community	 Health	
Needs	 Assessment	 Report	2015
Approved	by	Indian	Health	Service	
Nashville-Area	Institutional	Review	
Board
Why	is	a	CHNA	needed?
• Previous	health	profile:	2011	Urban	Indian	
Health	Institute	Community	Health	Profile	for	
NAL	Boston
– Boston	 AI/AN	 health	 data	limited/	 not	available	
for	 various	 health	 conditions
– Many	 of	 their	findings	 are	 estimates/	
extrapolation	 based	 on	UIHI	 data	from	 other	 cities
– A	current,	 comprehensive	 health	 needs	
assessment	 needs	 to	be	 done	 specifically	 for	 the	
urban	 Boston	 area
Study	Overview
• Anonymous,	 23	Question	 Survey
– Demographic	 Info
– Health	 Status
– Health	 Behaviors
– Access	to	Care
– NAL	Service	 Use/	Satisfaction
• Study	Period:	March-July,	 2015	(until	 saturation	
reached)
• Recruitment:	 NAL	office,	 local	powwows,	MCNAA	
listserv
• Participants:	n=28
Demographic	 Info
Male 11
Female 17
Min 20
Max 68
Avg. 39.29
Mode 50
Min 0
Max	 7
Avg. 2.21
Median 2
Mode 2
Household	 Size
Age
Emp loyed 	 fu l l -
time
5 4%
Emp lo yed 	p art-
time
7%
Studen t
2 1%
Homemaker
0%
Unemp lo yed
7%
Disab led
7%
n/a
4%
Employment	 Status
8
4 3 2
7
4
Household	 Income	 Range
Some	 High 	
Schoo l
0%
High 	
Schoo l 	
Graduate
3%
Some	 Co l lege
2 5%
Co l lege	
Graduate
6 8%
n/a
4%
Education	 Status
Note	 that	 approx.	 	
same	 #	 of 	
respondents	 in	
lowest	 and	 highest	
income	 brackets
What	neighborhoods	 are	most	
frequently	 represented?
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2
What	regions	are	represented,	by	
tribal	affiliation?
Most	 frequent	
tribes	 represented:
Mic Mac
Cherokee
Lumbee
Health	 Resources
2
21
9
7
1 2
7
4
n /a Physician ' s	
Office
Urgen t	Care	
C l in ic
Emergen cy	
Room
Home	
Remed ies
Trad i tional 	
Healers
Other	
Seeking	 Treatment	
*Other	includes :	“Going	to	the	rez”,	student	health	center,	diet/exercise,	internet	searches
Healthcare	 Access
Yes
8 2%
Yes,	 b u t	
d i ffi cu l t
1 8%
Ability	 to	visit	 a	 doctor
Diff iculties	 include:	 Insurance	 issues	 (no	
insurance,	 high	 deductible,	 insurance	 not	
accepted),	 troubles	at	 home,	 inability	 to	take	
time	 off 	work
Health	 Status
Excel len t
1 4%
Very	good
3 2%Good
4 6%
Fair
4%
Poo r
4%
Self-ReportedOverall	 Health
Health	 Conditions
• Self-reported,	multiple	responses	allowed	
0
6
10
1
4
0
2
4
7
1 5
8
4
0 1
3
Medical	 Conditions
Min 0
Max 7
Average 2.39
Significant	Reporting:	Mental	Health
• 53.6	%	of	 respondents	 reported	 “Stress”	as	a	major	
health	concern
• 28.6	%	of	 respondents	 reported	 “Depression”	 as	a	
major	 health	concern
• 25	%	of	 respondents	 reported	 “Mental	Health	issues”	
as	a	major	health	 concern
• Compared	 to	2011	UIHI	 report:	“In	this	service	 area,	
AI/ANs	have	a	higher	rate	of	frequent	mental	distress*	
(20.3%)	 compared	 with	the	general	population	 (8.7%).	
This	difference	 is	statistically	significant”.	
– *Mental	 distress=	 At	least	14	poor	mental	health	days	in	
the	 past	30	days
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Significant	Reporting:	
Overweight/Obesity	and	Diabetes
• 35.7	%	of	respondents	reported	“Overweight/Obesity”	as	a	
major	health	concern
• Compared	to	2011	UIHI	report:	“In	this	service	area,	the	
prevalence	of	obesity	is	higher	among	AI/ANs	(31.9%)	
compared	with	general	population	(20.3%).	This	difference	
is	statistically	significant.”
• 21.4	%	of	respondents	reported	“Diabetes”	as	a	major	
health	concern
• Compared	to	2011	UIHI	report:	“Among	AI/ANs	in	this	
service	area,	10.9%	report	having	been	told	by	a	doctor	
that	they	have	diabetes.	This	is	higher	than	the	rate	among	
the	general	population	(6.8%).	This	difference	is	statistically	
significant.”	
Health	 Behaviors
12
10
6
1 2
Exercise	 3 x/wk 5 	servin gs	 fru i t/veg	
p er	d ay
Sun screen 	 u se Flu 	sho t
Health	 Behaviors,	 Positive
7
4
0
1
0
1
Eat	 fast	 food 	
>1 /wk
Smoke	
cigarettes
Chew	
tobacco
Il legal 	d ru g	
u se
P rescrip tion 	
d ru g	abu se
B in ge	
d rin kin g
Health	 Behaviors,	 NegativeSmoking:	 14.3	%	of	
respondents 	 reported	
smoking.	 According	 to	the	
2011	 UIHI	report:	 “In	this 	
service	area,	 29.4%	 of	
AI/ANs 	are	 current	 smokers 	
compared	 with	14.7%	 of	
the	 general	 population.	
This 	difference	 is 	
s tatis tically	s ignificant.”
What	do	respondents	 believe	to	be	the	
greatest	health	challenges	facing	
Natives	in	Boston?	(open-ended)
34%
8%
8%8%
10%
13%
3%
16%
Access	 to 	 services/co st So cial 	 suppo rt Cu l tu ral 	Awareness
Diabetes Men tal 	Heal th Obesi ty
Alcoho l i sm No t	su re
Significant	Reporting:	Social	Support
• 8%	of	respondents	reported	 “social	support”	
as	a	major	challenge	facing	AI/AN	in	Boston
• According	to	the	2011	UIHI	report:	“Compared	
with	the	general	population	 (19.7%),	a	higher	
percentage	of	AI/ANs	in	this	service	area	
report	rarely	or	never	receiving	the	emotional	
and	social	support	that	they	need	(7.3%).	This	
difference	is	statistically	significant.”
Social	Support	 and	Connecting	 with	
other	Natives
36%
39%
25%
Do	 respondents	feel	connected	to	
Natives	 in	 their	area?	
Yes Somewhat No t	 real ly
7 5%
2 5%
0%
Do	 respondents	feel	these	connections	
are	 important	 to	their	well-being?	
Yes Somewhat No
How	 frequently	do	respondents	 visit	
NAL?
3%
10%
7%
17%
17%
46%
n/a Every	 week Once/mon th Few	 times/year Majo r	even ts	on ly Never	 visi ted
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What	additional	services	do	
respondents	 want	to	see	offered	at	
NAL?	(open-ended)
Cultu ral 	
edu cation
9%
Commun ity	
ou treach
1 2%
Education 	services
3%
Exercise/d iabetes	 p reven tion
6%
Men tal 	Heal th 	p ro grams
6%
Sub sid ized 	care	 (ie	glasses,	
vaccin es)
6%
No t	su re
5 2%
Urgen t	care
3%
Add iction 	services
3%
What	do	respondents	 think	NAL	can	
do	 to	improve	outreach?	(open-ended)
Change	
lo cation
1 0%
Adverti sin g	
2 3%
Even ts
1 7%
Netwo rkin g	w/	
lo cal 	o rgs.	
1 3%
Cen su s
3%
No t	su re
3 4%
What	kinds	of	programs	do	
respondents	 want	to	see	offered	at	
NAL?
Native	 cu l tu re
3%
You th
7%
Men tal 	
h eal th
6%
Health 	
edu cation
6%
Socials
6%
Physical 	Activi ty
6%
Unsu re
6 0%
Add iction 	coun sel ing
3%
Nu tri tio n 	P o rgrams
3%
Conclusion
• Small	sample	size,	but	provides	a	baseline	understanding	of	
health	needs	of	Boston’s	AI/AN	population
• This	small	sample	reflects	much	of	the	general	data	in	the	
2011	UIHI	report,	suggesting	AI/AN	in	NAL	Boston	service	
area	face	similar	health	challenges/disparities	as	AI/AN	in	
urban	areas	across	the	U.S.
• Shows	need	for	future	research/	programming	to	address	
mental	health,	social	support,	overweight/obesity,	and	
diabetes	disparities	among	Boston-area	AI/AN
• Highlights	value	of	NAL	services:	100	%	of	respondents	said	
connecting	with	other	Natives	very/somewhat	important	to	
overall	well-being
Thank	you!
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coordination and social communication of children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorders, as well as tracking the development of infant siblings of children 
diagnosed with Autism. Duties included data collection and site visits, behavioral 
coding, and recruitment. Head of recruitment during the spring 2013 semester.  
 
Field Schools 
 
University of Arizona Research Experience for Undergraduates in Ethnography 
and GIS (Summer 2012) 
Located on Fort Apache Indian Reservation. Worked on a re-photography project 
based in Cibecue for inclusion in White Mountain Apache Cultural Atlas. 
Center for Social Well-Being (Summer 2013) 
Located in Carhuaz, Peru. Received training in Participatory Action Research. 
Designed a mapping project exploring Quechua-speaking children’s perceptions 
and knowledge of the environment at the local primary school.  
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Volunteer Experience and Activities 
 
Native American LifeLines of Boston (September 2014- present) 
Intern a Native American LifeLines, an urban outreach and referral center of the 
Indian Health Service, located in West Roxbury, MA. I help with organizing 
future programming, assist during culture class, and help the Site Manager with 
various tasks. I am also conducting a Community Health Needs Assessment.  
Massachusetts Collegiate Taekwondo Club (October 2014-present) 
Affiliated with Boston University, competitions in the Eastern Collegiate 
Taekwondo Conference.  
United Korean Martial Arts Women’s Self- Defense Class (2014) 
I assisted in a five-week seminar on self-defense and confidence-building 
techniques for women to use in their daily lives and emergency situations.  
Litchfield Hills Archaeology Club (2013) 
Affiliated with the Institute for American Indian Studies. Current dig at a pre-
contact site in Warren, CT.  
University of Connecticut Habitat for Humanity (2009-2013) 
Fundraised for local Willimantic, CT Chapter. Traveled to Greeley CO, Saline 
AK, Beaumont TX, and Denver CO over each spring break for Collegiate 
Challenge builds.  
University of Connecticut Honors Council (2010-2013) 
Reporter for monthly newsletter, “The Honorable Mention.” Helped create 
Athletics Coordinator position. Traveled to 2012 National Collegiate Honors 
Council conference.  
UCONN Taekwondo Club (2009-2013) 
President of the Taekwondo Club from spring 2011 to spring 2013. The team is a 
University Club Sport, competing in the Eastern Collegiate Taekwondo 
Conference. The spring 2013 team became Division III Champions of the league, 
earning a promotion to Division II. I served as team representative to the 
University of Connecticut Club Sports Council, as liaison between the team and 
conference administration, and coordinated practice schedules, team events, and 
tournament transportation and lodging.  
UCONN Taekwondo Huskies Demonstration Team (2011-2013) 
Founding member, performed at various cultural events on campus to promote 
taekwondo.  
Lambda Alpha Anthropology Club (2012-2013) 
Helped organize various events, such as a flint-knapping night, and a tour of the 
natural history museum, to get students excited about anthropology. Helped 
organize the annual Lambda Alpha Colloquium for the Social and Life Sciences.  
Study Abroad Student Ambassador (2012-2013) 
Attended all campus study abroad fairs as a representative of the University 
College Utrecht honors exchange program; email contact to answer students’ 
questions about the program.  
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Conferences & Presentations 
 
“Resource Guide for Newly Arrived Immigrants.” Presentation of updated guide to 
Brookline  
Municipal Health Department, Brookline, MA. December 2015 
“Finding (a) Place in the City: The Healthcare Needs of Boston’s Native American 
Community.”  
American Anthropological Association Annual Meeting. Denver, CO. November 
2015.  
“Favorite Places, Conceptualizing Spaces: Exploring Environmental Knowledge in the  
Callejón de Huaylas.” Society for Applied Anthropology Conference. 
Albuquerque, NM. March 2014.   
“The Clean Campaigns: Tropical Medicine and the British Army during World War One, 
1914- 
1918.” Lambda Alpha Colloquium for the Social and Life Sciences. Storrs, CT. 
April 2013.  
 “The Honorable Mention: A Student Publication.” National Collegiate Honors Council. 
Boston,  
MA. November 2012.  
 
Publications & Exhibits 
 
Lynch, Kathleen. Book Review: Mosquito Trails. Student Anthropologist, forthcoming 
Fall 2015.   
 
Lynch, Kathleen, Piastuch, Lisa. “From the Wild: Local Plants and Their Uses.” Exhibit, 
Institute for American Indian Studies, Summer 2014.   
 
Lynch, Kathleen. “Tribal Highlight Series: The Seminole Tribe of Florida.” Special 
Exhibit, Institute for American Indian Studies, Summer 2014.   
 
Lynch, Kathleen. “Trees: Foundations of Life.” Special Exhibit, Institute for American 
Indian Studies, Spring 2014.  
 
Lynch, Kathleen (2013) “To the Highest Attainable Standard: Upholding the Right to 
Health in Armed Conflict.”  Washington Undergraduate Law Review, 6(2), 48-72.  
 
Lynch, Kathleen (2014) “The Clean Campaigns: Tropical Medicine and the British Army 
during World War One, 1914-1918.” West Point Undergraduate Historical Review, 
Spring 2014.  
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Srinivasan, Sudha, Lynch, K, Bhat, A. (2013) “The effect of interactions between a child 
and a robot on the imitation and praxis performance of typically developing children and 
a child with autism: a preliminary study.” Perceptual & Motor Skills: Physical 
Development and Measurement, 116(3), 885-904. 
